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GEAR UP! 


Our complete line of kick-ass components 
can help turn your current PC — or your 

next build — into the dream machine 

you’ve always wanted. Whether it’s the 
high-performance memory we’re famous for, 
or our rock-solid PSUs, builder-friendly cases, 
or newest gaming peripherals, you'll get the 
performance and quality you deserve. 
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We’re gamers, too. We know that the 


details matter, so we’ve paid attention to 
the little things that make a big difference. 
You'll find intelligent features, high-quality 


materials, and excellent workmanship in 


all our products. For your next upgrade or 


build, choose Corsair and make your 
dream PC come true. 
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Around the world... 


Man, the frequent fly points Atomic racked 
up over the last month must be pretty 
impressive. 

For one entire week in early June, there 
was no one in Atomic HQ. Instead, we 
were spread to the four winds, as it were, 
covering two of the biggest shows of the 
year. | was over in Los Angeles for the 
mad whirlwind that is the annual Electronic 
Entertainment Expo (or E8), and John and 
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Matt were hob-nobbing with Taiwanese 
vendors who make our treasured PC 
gear, at the massive Computex trade 
show in Taipei. 

And all the fruits of those journies are 
in this issue. 

We've got our Atomic Innovation 
Awards on page 34, our list of the ten 
best tech of Computex, as well as a 
general show report, and most of the 
gaming section is taken up with hands-on 
previews of the all the stuff we got to play 
at E3. There are some seriously great 
games coming, and, thankfully, some 
great tech to enjoy them with. 

Gosh, after E3 and putting this issue 
together, | need a nap... But, there are too 
many big games still on the horizon. And 
I’ve just started getting into DayZ. 

Don’t cry for me, I’m already dead. 
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CLANG: A cutti 
; ing edge —" 
Acutting | 
1 | a a 
Kickstarter gaming project ONLINE 
Author Neal Stephenson is a man of many parts, and El 
, : : f 
now he S adding game developer to his awesome list of federline Gey Ge lips. not nant How 
accomplishments, with Clang. and we're madly scribbling stuff down, 
tossing it together, and hoping it all shapes 

This is pretty much old news now in internet Stephenson's also seems to have some together into something resembling a 
terms, but it’s just too cool to leave alone. pretty heavy support from PC.gaming magazine. So that also means we’re 
Neal Stephenson, author of a tonne of books veterans, Valve. Gabe Newell makes a cameo casting our eyes over the forums and 
including Snow Crash, Anathem and Reamde, in the video intro to CLANG, trying to beat a looking for someone cool to pin a Post of 
has just settled into a ready stance for his new crowbar into a sword, and commenting that the Month prize on. 
Kickstarter project (http://www. kickstarter. good games take time... It could just mean And we've found one, thanks to a handy 
com/projects/260688528/clang), a sword- they're buddies, but if you were going to nomination! And the winner of this month’s 
based PC game called CLANG, that will use ‘a make an experimental PC game, having Valve Razer Electra headset is... 
commercial, third-party, off-the-shelf controller backup would not hurt in the least. At the very 
that anyone can buy today.” least, it’s definitely releasing on Steam. milamber_of_the_assembly, who's 

This is super exciting for a whole mess The concept itself, too, of motion-based managed to spruik an old PC system in 
of reasons. game that rewards real technique rather than style. This is how you sell (and entertain), 

Stephenson's a great author, for one thing, mere button-pushing is pretty attractive. It folks! 
and the shared world he’s been working on for reminds me of Red Steel 2, actually, the http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
awhile, which has had its first book released one Wii game I’ve actually enjoyed. With a index.php?showtopic=50271&st=0&#e 
recently-- The Mongoliad - is going to be the Motion Plus controller it did a wonderful job of ntry1007018 
setting for the game. |’ve nbot read it yet, but I've converting proper movement and technique 
not been disappointed by him yet; in fact, if| had into a real advantage in-game; |’d love to see He’s not alone, though, and we have a 
to list a top five action scenes in books, one of what PC-processing power, and a dedicated couple of special mentions. 
his, from the second book of the Baroque Cycle; — controller could add to the mix. 
would have to rate pretty damn high. But most of all, it’s great to see someone First up, a general allround well bloody done 

And it’s packed with cool sword stuff. with Stephenson's passion and mix of skills to aliali. Pretty much every subforum we 

Stephenson's also quite the swordsman decide to get into games development. It’s go to he’s in there plugging away, answer 
himself, and he’s got a lot of metal-weapons obvious to anyone who's read Reamde - questions, solving hurties and being all 
buddies working on the project as well. These which touches on MMORPGs - that he has round awesome. Good work, that man. 
guys are serious, too; they want to design a some fascinating ideas about gaming; that 
basic system for inputting all kinds of sword. he might now be able to work on that is And bravo to our old pal xyzzy frobozz, 
forms into the game. According to Stephenson pretty exciting. who, after winning recently, presented a 
on the Kickstarter page, “If your thing is If you want me, I'll be in shipping container, tops review of his prize headphones (see, 
Japanese kenjutsu or Viking sword-and-board, practicing with my redneck katana in Razer — supporting us has its bonuses!). 
then in principle CLANG should support it.” preparation. To learn more about where to Sadly, xyzzy can’t win again for this post, as 

As a proponent of the aforementioned sword start reading some Stephenson, check out the universe would collapse in on itself. 
and board style, this now has my complete our story here: http://www.atomicmpc.com. http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
backing. au/?304665 php?showtopic=50264 


Well done, guys. And for the rest of you, 


Far Cry 3, and other Ubi titles, anaes send us your nominations 
delayed to later in the year 


Ubisoft’s intense shooter, Far Cry 3, gets pushed back three 
months, in news that, really, surprises absolutely no-one. 


Huzzah! 


It says a lot about Ubisoft's habit of delaying games Dance 4, which have moved to dates that | am 

that even its own announcements sound kind sure no one actually cares about. 

of tongue in cheek. “Some news that will shock The Far Cry 3 delay is being put down to the 

gamers to their very core... some of our release usual reasons of wanting to make a better game, 

dates have changed!” said Ubi’s Facebook page yadda yadda. 

recently, in referencing to Far Cry 3 being pushed The annoying thing about this date shift is that 

back to a November 29 launch this year. Far Cry is now tantalisingly close to the date date 
What is surprising, is that so far Assassin's Creed where draft R18 legislation will come into practice. 

lll is entirely on-track. Amazeballs. Other games that Ubi, maybe you could delay the game a little 

have been delayed include Rocksmith, and Just bit longer... 
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Wargaming.net delivers $55,000 for 


Legacy in Australia! 


The developer behind World of Tanks recently raised a mess of 
money to help support ANZAC veterans. Well done! 


Well, this is pretty heart-warming, and I'ma 
little sad that | missed the promotion entirely — 
bad Editor! Last ANZAC day, military MMO 
developer offered in-game Gold packages 

to players that could be purchased, and 
which would directly benefit local veteran 
organisations here, and in New Zealand. 


presented to Legacy by Wargaming.net’s 
Director of Military Relations, Nicholas Moran 
— and it’s a cheque to the value of $55,000! A 
similarly impressive $25,000 was raised for 
RSA in New Zealand. 
So if you were a part of that lovely gesture, 
well done, and a huge well-done to Wargaming. 


Game actually now 
really over, for GAME 


More stores closing now, and 
the rest to close down for good 
in the weeks to come. Sorry 
GAME employees, this sucks. 


The long, drawn out demise of game retailer 
GAME Australia is now about to officially draw 
to aclose, as administrator Pricewaterhouse 
Coopers announces more closures, and that all 
stores will shut up shop in the coming weeks. 

“In the interests of creditors, the 31 remaining 
GAME stores are to be closed over the coming 
weeks and a final closing down sale has 
commenced with discounts of up to 60 percent 
available in-store and online,” said Kate Warwick 
of PwC in a release. 

“This is a difficult time for employees and 
closing the stores was not a decision we made 
easily. Despite exploring available opportunities 
for continued trading, the ongoing trading 
performance and absence of viable offers for the 
purchase of the business has resulted in these 
closures.” 


The upshot of that generositywas recently net for being such good chaps. Well, closure’s something, right? 


PC specs for Mechwarrior Onlinerevealed 47m 


Find out what hardware you’re going to need to get the 
most out of free to play Mechwarrior Online. 


A new dev post went up on Mechwarrior Online's main site a couple of 
weeks back. It's a pretty imformative look at the Closed Beta cycle, and how 
the recently announced early purchase Founders’ Program (http://www. 
atomicmpc.com.au/?301909) slots into the whole schedule. 

It's worth reading in its own right if you're looking forward to the game 
(http://mwomercs.com/news/2012/06/287-official-developer-update), 
but also revealed is the game's hardware specs. Here's what youtre going to, 
need to get the best mech-stomping performance from your syste a 


MechWarrior Online Minimum System Spec: : 
CPU: Core 2 Duo E6750 2.66GHz OR Athlon Il X2 2456 
GPU: GeForce 8800GT OR Radeon HD 5600/5700: * 
RAM: 4 GB 

OS: Windows Vista 32-bit 

DirectX: DX9 

HDD Space: 4 GB 


MechWarrior Online Recommended System Spec: 
CPU: Core i3-2500 OR AMD Athlon II X4 650 
GPU: GeForce GTX 285 OR Radeon HD 5830 
RAM: 8GB 

OS: Windows 7 SP-1 64-Bit 
DirectX: DX9 

HDD Space: 4 GB 

Roll on full release! 
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MOD MATTERS 


With Ashton “Two mods are better than one” Mills. 


Crusader Kings II 
citadel.prophpbb.com/topic657.html 


D rool. This is my autonomic response to 

watching Game of Thrones, whereby my 
body indicates that one hour per episode is by 
far simply not enough. It's also something | do 
when | sleep, much to the chagrin of my pillow. 

Think, then, what happens when | discover 
a Game of Thrones mod for Crusader Kings 
ll — which, incidentally, has all but everything 
necessary in the game already to play out the 
back-stabbing political gamification that is 
Game of Thrones? 

Veritable pools of drool is what, cascading 
down my keyboard like a Niagara of insatiable 
lust (oh, man, gross! -ed). 
| Point is — could this be a Game of Thrones 
game that doesn’t suck? We've had the 
abomination that was A Game Of Thrones: 
Genesis, which had about as much relevance 
to the books and show as a turd on a five-star 
restaurant menu, and the recently released 
Game of Thrones RPG isn’t terribad, but it’s not 
fantastic either. 

The catch, of course, is that Crusader Kings II 
is a deeply complex game, so if you don’t have 
a large attention span you might not be able to 
delve deep into the joy of the CKIl: AGOT mod. 

Which would be a pity, because it looks 


_/MODIFICATION) 
CKIl: A Game of Th 


Was AS aoe Seed, 


rones 


G Se i ne epee = 
[ Dear Lord Paramoant Balon I of The Iron Islands, 1 
b 5 hereby invite you wo the grand feast in King’s Landing. 


Your presence at the feast would be greatly appreciated 
and I Jook forward t your anendance. 


King Aer IL 


gorgeous. The map is a beautifully rendered 
re-creation of Westeros divided into all the 
kingdoms and sub-domains. All the characters 


from the books are there, both major and 

minor, no doubt fleshed out from the detailed 
family trees in the books. All that’s left to do is 
choose who you want to be, where you start, 
and then the obvious question: how will you take 
the throne? 

Many of the game elements have been 
tweaked or altered to fit the Game of Thrones 
universe, with loads of new Game of Thrones 
themed events and changes like Maesters filling 
out your court apparent. The Wall is there too — 
you can even play as the Nightwatch, though 
the developers admit that right now there’s not a 
lot for them to do — and even banish unruly men 
to The Wall as a punishment! 

The level of detail is quite remarkable for a 
mod this scale, even Winter plays a role as it 


rolls over the land adding negative modifiers. 
But since you can research and use wildfire, it 
shouldn't be too hard to find interesting targets 
to warm up! 

You can play the mod close to the story in the 
books, or forge a completely different history — 
perhaps Ned Stark is power-hungry after all and 
makes a run for the throne, or the Lannisters 
prefer to win through subterfuge and decide that 
not all debts need to be paid... 

It's not the least bit ironic that the best Game 
of Thrones game right now might be a free 
mod, but it does owe to the brilliant engine of 
Crusader Kings Il underneath it. There’s nought 
more to be said, though — if you like Game of 
Thrones (and who doesn’t’), this is a must-play 
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MOD MATTERS 


Plants vs Zombies 


Game Left 4 Dead 2 


URL  www.|4dmaps.com/details.php?file=I0846 


O h yeah, it had to happen. Valve's Left 
4 Dead survival zombie franchise, 


combined with PopCap’s legendary Plants vs 
Zombies game made popular on smartphones 
and tablets and you have, well, plants shooting 
zombies in Left 4 Dead 2. Genius. 

There is a slight change to the equation — you 
don't play a plant, after all and it’s still a L4D2 
map with the same premise as the normal 
game. However, plants do shoot and the 
zombies don’t start until you’ve had a chance 
to explore, get weapons, and hold up in the 
house behind the plants. 

Custom models, textures, and decals have 
been made to fit the theme (some of which 
aren't great, but good enough) and the original 


sound track has been included too. There 
are some pathing issues in the map too 
which can detract from the intensity but on 
the whole, lets face it, this is a great idea 
for a L4D2 map and it’s meant to be just 

a bit of fun. So jump in and don’t play it 
competitively. 

The latest version of the mod is hot off 
the presses, meaning you might have a little 
trouble finding others with the mod to play 
with, so the best way to enjoy it is to pimp 
it to your friends. If you haven't installed 
a L4D2 map before simply extract the 
included *.vpk file from the archive to your 
Steam\Steamapps\common\left 4 dead 2\ 
left4dead2\addons directory. (( 
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All the coolest gadgets & gear. 


rman Kardon NC Headphones 
Mrice: $399 Website: www.ehifi.com.au 
an Kardon’s known for its mid- to high-end hi-fi gear. It’s the kind of stuff that 
-fi nerds argue over, but we've always dug the company’s stuff. We're now digging 
headphones, too, and the top of its latest range are dubbed Harman Kardon NCs. 
The NG stands for... noise cancelling. 
” Ifyou travel a lot, have noisy pets, annoying flatmates, or like getting run down 
_ by cars you don't hear coming, these are pretty much perfect. They're a stylish 
~ tectangular shape, too, so you'll stand out from the Beats by Dr Dre crowd that seem 
to crowd every rush-hour train carriage. These over-ear cans feature stainless steel, 
sand-blasted' headband, a leather inner band, steel hinges and are wireless to boot, 


with over 30 hours of battery life. 
And they sound pretty good, too. 
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Sony Xperia U 


smartphone 


Price: $299 outright 


Website: www.sonymobile.com 
Smartphones are the new... something, | had'something 
witty to say there about the amount of computing power 
we can fit in something slimmer than a cigarette packet, 
but | ran out of wit. : 

But (and here comes the wit again!), one thing you 
won't run out of with the new Xperia U is style (600m), as. 
this sleek new phone from Sony features a clean design 
and stylish pink highlights (no, seriously). It's also not 
going to break the bank if you want to own it outright, 
and it’s designed with hip-pocket entertainment in mind, 
with a 1GHz dual-core processor, 3.5in Reality Display, 
5MP camera capable of capturing SD images. 

It comes stock with Android’s Gingerbread OS, but 
will be upgraded to Ice Cream Sandwich later this year 


ie 


Email Calendar Gallery Market 


Browser Phone Ca 
mera 
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estern Digital 
O 


you're serious about serious home networking, 
and you take your home entertainment pretty 
eriously, then this could be the router for you. 
Serio... okay, we'll stop now. 
The N900 is the top of Western Digital's new line of 
+ home networking products, and it's packed with pretty 
~ much every bell, whistle, and doo-hickey WD could think of. 

' The N900's actually a storage router, managing all your home 
‘data, while storing up to 2TB of it as well. It's dual-band, features 
integrated back-up and remote access, has four LAN and one 

WLAN ports, a USB port, and range amplifying antennas. 

Plus, its FasTrack technology can recognise and prioritise 
entertainment traffic, like movies or music, making sure those all important 
packets of Game of Thrones get where they need to be, fast. Even with HD 
files. It can even be setup and configured via computer or iPad. Handy. 


World of Warcraft Monopoly: 


Collector’s Edition 
Price: SUS39.99 Website: www.thinkgeek.com 


So, the joke goes that if World of Warcraft's servers are down, you can always play the 
World of Warcraft boardgame. But, what if you're surrounded by non-WoW fans? 
Simple — trick them by telling them they're going to sit down for a game of Monopoly. 

And then spring this on them. 
From the game's counters (which include a super-cute little Murky), to the ability to 
purchase well known places like the Twilight Highlands and even capitals like 
Stormrend, to the money, it’s all Warcraft-themed. Which basically means 
you either think this is the coolest thing ever, or you've already 
stopped reading. 


Clambook for \ 7 F — 
Android and iPhone \ 4 ° 


Price: TBC 


Website: http://clamcase.com 
Here’s a neat bit of tech that doesn't even have a release date yet, 
but, we can tell you now... WE WANT. 

It's not really in the realm of maximum power anything, really, but it 
is amazingly stylish, and more than a little bit convenient. The Clambook 
is basically a stylish, ultra-thin laptop device that’s powered by your 
smartphone, of either Android or iOS varieties. You simply plug your phone 
into the dock, and you get access to all your apps in a whole new format, 
while your actual phone becomes a secondary device. 

The Clambook boasts a bigger, brighter display, and pretty solid built-in 
sound, making it the perfect companion for all the data and computing power 
that sits in your back pocket. And with a full size keyboard, it means you can 
take better advantage of notekeeping apps, photo-editing, even gaming. 

Want! 
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Jake Carroll looks at the importance of planned obsolescence in modern technology. 


TT release of the new generation MacBook 
Pro from Apple was always going to create 
some waves. It is arguably one of the most non- 
user-upgradeable devices that the consumer 
and professional computing market has ever 
witnessed. What this means to the consumer 

at large is an interesting mixture of convenience, 
robustness, weight, power savings, aesthetics 
but at the same time planned hardware 
obsolescence. 


Not a conspiracy theory 
Often laughed off as conspiracy theory by 
product managers and company executives, 

the idea of planned obsolescence is very real, 
and quite strategic. In industrial design and 
technology manufacturing, the inclusion of an 
obsolescing factor is by definition the ability 

to make a product no longer fashionable or 
functional in some way after a certain point in 
time. A rational reaction to this has the consumer 
asking why that would ever be beneficial, but 
this concept has upsides for the consumer in the 
long run too. There is some interesting common 
sense in this. 

Planned obsolescence has a potential 
economic benefit to the vendor and customer 
because it makes the long tail of support costs 
potentially lower. This is commonplace in the 
software industry. An example of this might be 
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the end of life announcements of Microsoft 
Windows XP. The long tail of support 
finally ended and customers were made 
well aware of this. The support costs of 
the OS are consequently decreased 
and the newer product (Windows 

7) is made more viable in the long 
term, as the overheads aren't there 
for Microsoft’s support services to 
worry about. The lack of overheads 
are passed on to the customer in 
the form of savings and, in theory, 
injected back into R&D to make 
more desirable products. 

It all swings the other way 
however, on the rare occasions 
customers find out that a 
company has invested 
significant resources into a 
product to fail by design at a 
certain point or to become 
obsolete given a certain 
queue. This can and has in 
the past caused significant 
consumer backlash. 
Conjecture as it may be, 
and without any real 
concrete proof, a large 
contingent of Apple's 
iPhone3/3G users 
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believed a planned obsolescence agenda was 
in use by Apple when iOS4 and 5 were released, 
effectively making the 3-series phones run so 
slowly, it would force people into purchasing 
upgraded hardware. Whether there was any 
truth to the conjecture that Apple may have 
intentionally crippled the OS running on older 
hardware has not been proven. 

Making technology (or anything) obsolete with 
wilful intent isn’t a new thing, and it’s far from 
the brainchild of Gates or Jobs. This idea was 
first struck upon when an American Industrial 
designer named Brooks Stevens used the term 
haphazardly in a lecture he gave in 1954. The 
definition Stevens used wasn’t perfect, however, 
and mainly dealt with consumer attitudes, 
attempting to make goods and services more 
attractive progressively, to convince customers 
to constantly upgrade. 

Further refinement of the idea came in the 
1960s, from Vance Packard (a cultural critic), 
who broke it all into two categories, being 
obsolescence of desirability and obsolescence 
of functionality, with the former also being known 
as psychological obsolescence. 


Back in the real world 
If you walk into a store right now and buy a 
brand new expensive piece of consumer 
electronics, do you believe that it is state of the 
art? This is entirely a matter of perception, and 
on the basis that: 
a) It just came to market. 
b) It's expensive. 
c) It's what the media is saying is 
the new big thing. 
It's state of the art. Right? 
Arguably, no. It’s not state of the art 
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technology at all. Do we really believe that 
technology that you can have in your hands right S$ Ill; the new iPad; Intel’s UltraBook standard in 
now is the current cutting edge? 

By every account and looking from the 
inside out, we know this not the case. The true 
cutting edge is sitting in the development lab, 
being dreamt up by industrial designers right 
now for the 2013 and 2014 market. It then 
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The 15in MacBook Pro 
Pepe be Aaa follows that there is a plan for the end of one 
maintainable laptop product line and the introduction of the next. 
everimade: Companies such as Apple and Samsung always 
have a major draw card up their sleeves from 

a technology progression perspective. They 

will always trump their previous product with 
something so desirable that it makes the masses 
leap from the old platform to the new. 

At this point, we thought it was important to 
question the ethics, motivations and the impact 
on the consumer in the context of products that, 
while no company will lay claim to having built in, 
timed or planned obsolescence, certainly seem 
to have all the trappings of products that behave 
this way. 


Things don't 
come apart easily 


It has become increasingly obvious that in 

the consumer market of technology at least, 
modularity isn't a sought after commodity 

from the technology vendor's perspective. 
Recent UltraBook standards, mobile phones, 
motherboards and other in-silicon devices go a 
long way toward proving this. Specific examples 
include the MacBook Pro 15in Retina Mid 2012 
system, with its glass-aluminum fused case, 
hard stuck battery, soldered RAM and signature- 
fingerprint encoded SSD; the Samsung Galaxy 


general; and the majority of the current high end 
motherboards on the market. 

Wonderful things can be achieved in single 
piece style designs. The advantages are 
obvious. Lightweight, less latency between 
interconnectivity channels, less power utilisation, 


Power Zone (1 of 9, up to 12U) 


Triple rear Bus Bar for 12V 
distrivution (1 of 9 sets) 


Power Shelf (1 of 3) 


Horizontal PDU (1 of 3) 


The OpenCompute rack, 
from FaceBook’s R & D Labs 
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The Liquid Metal iPhone SIM removal tool. 
A sign of industrial engineering to come. 


ability to include better ducted cooling and more 


: : Proprietary interconnect found on new Samsung MLC NAND controller. 
opportunity to finely hone the aesthetics of a 


product. Not to mention the potential to save on . appliances. Oracle did it with its ExaData2, Cisco 
superfluous packaging and casing. Where does this leave the did it with UCS, EMC did it with Atmos. Instead 
The disadvantage in all of this is the longevity of bespoke solutions that solve a specific 
proposition of a product that cannot be taken rest of technology? problem, or atomic building blocks, we're now 
apart, changed or upgraded. It is often referred Seeing all of this, it makes us wonder where that — faced with appliances that just work for the 
to as a built in death-clock in the hardware leaves us for our motherboards, CPUs, RAM scenario they are built. They are by definition not 
fabrication industry, meaning the unit has a timed and other hardware, such as our televisions and _tuneable or end user maintainable for complex 
and calculated finite lifetime, usually dictated panels. One unusual set of circumstances that operations in many respects. As with some of 
by the battery life. Certain very light ultra-thin leads us to believe the enterprise-computing the new consumer electronics devices available 
laptops were quoted as having a 300-cycle field is heading the same way is the en-vogue on the market, this means a ‘forklift upgrade’ 
battery life before the unit was required to be strategy of turning hardware solutions into if the company or user wants more power or 


sent for service. 


Recycling and highly 
unified industrial design 


Environmental status reports used to reflect 

the environmentally friendly nature of a 

product and the components that make it up 
count for a great deal. The largest hardware 
vendors in the world all have very strong and 
robust environmental reporting standards and 
publications available in the public domain. Trivial 
examples include: 


Apple: http://goo.gl/niWsj 
Dell: http://goo.gl/HqblO 
HP: http://goo.gl/khnC2 
IBM: http://goo.gl/9QQVK 


We looked into some of the most popular 
goods, such as the new iPad and the Retina 
display MacBook Pro 15in, and their respective 
environmental/recycling guidelines. The vast 
majority of the materials in these devices are 
highly recyclable and sustainable. Unfortunately, 
the way the products are assembled and fused 
together makes it significantly less recyclable. 
Glue and other bonding composites used to put 
screen to metal make it virtually impossible for 
mass-recycling procedures. 

We display all sides to an argument however, 
So it’s important to realise that we ourselves have 
chosen this path. Markets and popular opinions 
tell the truth. Companies like Apple have tested 
products such as the MacBook Air on us initially, 
finding that we flocked to it. It was only natural 
that they would progress further to producing a 
more powertul, light, similarly non-upgradable 
and aesthetically pleasing laptop given the 
market response. In some respects, we have 
only ourselves to blame for this. 


16 atemic 


ANNIVERSARY 
SINCE 19892 


oo Of 
oxy 1e | 
Pinter tel or | 
«af | 
G 
9e~ 
oe” Bi 
+ so 
“3@ 
eo! Y \S 
2 a 


Sone 


CPU heatsink to Utilize 
Vertical Vapor Chamber 


The high C/P Ratio Power Supply 


Extreme Il 
475/525/625W 


www.coolermaster.com.au 
NSW PCDIY 02 9648 1001 pcdiy.com.au QLD Computer Alliance 07 3421 3200 computeralliance.com.au 
ARC Computer 02 9748 8322 arc.com.au Game Dude Computers 07 3387 1500 gamedude.com.au 
Premium Resellers Aus PC Market 02 9646 8088 auspcmarket.com.au MSY Technology 07 3217 9070 msy.com.au 
VIC Computers & Parts Land 03 8542 8688. cplnetau Capitol Computer: 02,7281: 8870) ccapitolcomputer:comau Umart Online ~ 07 3369 3928 umart.comau 


Centre Com 1300 007 600 centrecom.com.au Tech Buy 02 9648 1818 techbuy.com.au 
MSY Technology Pty. Ltd. 03 9560 2288 msy.com.au MSY Technology 02 9648 4116 msy.com.au WA Austin Computers 08 9201 2788 austin.net.au/index.asp 


Scorpion Technology 1300 726 770 scorptec.com.au PCDIY 08 8410 0446 adrenalin.net.au MSY Technology 08 9344 1002 msy.com.au 
PC Case Gear 03 9551 0889 pccasegear.com.au Allneeds Computers 08 8221 8661 allneeds.com.au Netplus Micro Computers 08 9242 7288 netplus.com.au 


a EE EE—EOEO——Eer 


gain a competitive advantage. One of these 
interesting new materials that has come about 
as a consequence of planned obsolescence is 
Liquid Metal. 


Out with the old... 


Numerous smartphone makers use luxurious 
materials for their flagship devices. Apple use 
aluminium and glass. Samsung use Corning's 
Gorilla Glass 2. As one technology fades, 

with the plastics, glass, moulding and overall 
look becoming tired a new industrial process 
becomes affordable en-mass to do something 
unusual and special. 

Liquid Metal as it is Known has unusual 
elemental properties that deviate from the normal 
crystalline structure of many metals. Instead, 
these metal allows are amorphous, meaning 
they behave more like a glass, with a disordered 
atomic lattice, but have all the properties and 
conductivity of metals. The company Liquidmetal 
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manufactures Titanium based BMGs (bulk 
metallic glasses) through a variety of proprietary 
techniques. 

How does this relate back to planned 
obsolescence though? In time, materials 
degrade and things fall apart. The industry 
believes this is why many tablets and smart 
phones have featured so much glass and 
ceramic for the 2010/2011 seasons of hardware 
releases. In theory, every industrial designer 
knew a higher grace of material was on the way, 
such that, it would be right to prepare for it now 
by building devices that will in time break/crack 
or at very least show significant signs of wear in 
preparation for moving users to a more resilient 
fabrication process (which by that point in time 
will be economically viable for the company to 
produce and the consumer to buy). 

The other part of the equation that we 
touched on earlier was the big advantages that 
single-piece computing components might have 


One of these interesting new materials 
that has come about as a consequense of 
planned obselescence is Liquid Metal. 


Frequency of product updates 


Attributes designed into replacement 
products 


18 


in performance. It stands to reason that devices 
directly connected to a motherboard via internal 
silicon traces have less latency than those that 
are modular in many cases. Some of this is 
physics, some of this is interconnect intelligence. 
If we can imagine having our SSD connected 
directly to our PCI-E 3.0 bus, along with our 
RAM directly connected via an internal memory 
controller, we've effectively eliminated the 
bottlenecks of any Northbridge and Southbridge 
behaviours and have gotten storage as close 
to the CPU as we possibly can. If nothing else, 


Replacement purchase behaviour: 
* When to replace. 
* Choice of replacement device. 


The planned obsolescence workflow, from a 
high level. This model was first cited in the 
1950’s by sales people that had nothing to 
actually do with technology. 


BMG (Titanium Bulk Metallic Glass), rumoured 
to be used in the next iPhone device and several 
other new consumer electronic products. 

we've just shaved several microseconds of 
latency from access times off our SSD. 


Like a drug addiction... 


We've got all the reason in the world to blame 
ourselves for all of this. We're creating the 
demand and the companies are fulfilling it. 
Somewhere in there, a strange philosophical 
message exists about who really controls whom. 
People persist in complaining about vendor lock- 
in, lack of end user serviceability, recycling and 
green nightmares and the throwaway culture we 
inhabit, but we are the very people who have 
created it. 

The next time you buy one of these products 
that falls into the increasingly common category 
of planned obsolescence-based technology, 
having read this article, we’re sure you’re going 
to think a little bit harder about what that magic 
laptop with the irreplaceable battery or that 
amazing tablet with the fused metal-glass that 
if broken will need to be sent away for four to 
six weeks and an eternity of red tape just to get 
back a replacement unit actually means to you. 

By all means though, try to enjoy it. That’s 
actually what it was made for, believe it or not. 


Consumer disposal behaviour 
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Multum in parvo, IN 
SPACE! 
| recently discovered Evochron 


LL Mercenary. Overall, it’s a decent 
Space Sim game. The same old formula is 
there: trade commodities for money, save 
money for bigger ships, trade MORE 
commodities, Save MORE money, get 
Giant-Ship-O-Death™, kill people for money, 
etc. 

The most interesting aspect is the sheer 
scale. There are multiple star systems, that 
all FEEL like entire star systems. Asteroid 
clusters shift about, ships move in and out 
of systems, planets can be landed on with 
transitioning from space to planet surface, 
travel distances are frustratingly large, and 
it has all of it without a loading screen to be 
found. 

So | can’t help but think that this marvel 
of gaming just HAS to be absolutely 
enormous to install! What with all the planets 
and systems and the shiny graphics, it must 
be well into the multiples of gigabytes! 
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Dan Rutter brings the answers to 
your questions like no-one else can. 


So | purchase it off Steam, start up the install, 
and it tells me that this game requires 257 MB. 
MEGA-bytes. 
How is it possible for something this large 
to take up less than half the install space for 


Half-Life ONE? 
(0) Welcome to the world of “procedural 
generation”! 

What's happening here is, the game 
code generates a long string of pseudo- 
random numbers, and uses those numbers 
to determine star and planet locations and 
characteristics, et cetera. To simplify, the 
game looks at the portion of its long and 
deterministically repeatable number string 
that corresponds to wherever you are, and 
uses those numbers to create the nearby 
environment for you. 

Procedural generation has a very long history 
in space-sim games. The grand-daddy of all 
3D space-sims is Elite, first released in 1984, 
when 128 kilobytes was a lot of memory. 

Elite had 3D graphics (wireframe on most 
computers, filled on later versions of the game 
for higher-powered machines like the Amiga 

and Atari ST), and eight galaxies, each 
containing 256 planets. Each planet had its 
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Elite. Eight galaxies, 2048 planets. And even this Amiga version was less than half a megabyte. 
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Own appearance and colourfully-described 
inhabitants, and local prices for various 
commodities. 

Elite came on cassette and floppy disk 
for various platforms. The biggest versions 
took up a few hundred kilobytes; the original 
versions were down around the 20-kilobyte 
mark. 

You can still get Elite disk images for use 
with emulators, or with actual old computers, 
today: bit.ly/eliteimages 

Procedural generation survives today 
in many games. Space-sims like the 
Evochron games, Minecraft, Dwarf Fortress, 
umpteen ‘rogue-alikes’ and their real-time 

descendents like Diablo, and the list 
goes on. 

Many games today have a mutated 
version of the idea - terrain or dungeons 
that were procedurally generated as part of 
the development process, then refined by 
humans, and stored conventionally as the 
large amount of data you expected to see 
in the Evochron installer. (This explains why 
you can find the occasional levitating shrub 
or see-through boulder in Bethesda games 
from Oblivion to Skyrim, and why the roads 
do strange things in some parts of Fuel’s 
vast map. It’s possible that a human level 
designer directly caused the geometry to 
be wrong in these spots, but it’s more likely 
that some algorithm plunked the features 
down incorrectly, and the humans meant to 
fix such problems missed a few.) 
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Ding-ding-ding-ding-ding... 

L I’ve always wondered, why does the sound loop when software, 

=J usually a game, crashes? 

It doesn’t always happen, but it often does - the picture freezes, and 
whatever audio was playing is now about a half-second loop. | sort of 
feel like the image should loop too. 

June Roby 


(e) Behold the circular, or ring, buffer. 

Buffers are pieces of memory that hold data of some sort 
between the time when some software has created it (or read it from 
somewhere else), and the time when it’s meant to be delivered to the 
screen, speakers, printer or what-have-you. 

A simple buffer, a basic video buffer for instance, has data written into 
it, and when that’s finished the data can be read back out. Things get 
more complex if reading and writing are both happening at the same 
time; the video card displaying the contents of a buffer as they change 
is what causes image ‘tearing’. 

A circular buffer is a simple linear fixed-sized buffer, but with the 
end connected to the beginning, hence the name. The data source 
writes data to addresses zero through whatever-the-end-address-is, 
then continues writing at zero again. The data receiver reads from the 
buffer the same way, round and round. But if the data source stops 
for whatever reason — a crash, network congestion, whatever — and 
the data receiver keeps on reading, the receiver will now go round and 
round the buffer, reading the same data over and over, forever. Hence, 
looping sound. 

Circular buffers are well suited to streaming data of various kinds, 
including video. So you can indeed get a Max Headroom scratch mix 
of both video and audio if the source of a stream stops streaming, 
but the receiver decides to keep on trucking, rather than just saying 

“buffering...’. Game video doesn’t use circular buffers, though, so if 
writing fails but read-and-display Keeps going, you usually get a still 
image to go with your looping sound. 


Mysterious lights 


| just came across a PC that wouldn't boot up, or come out of 

“3 hybrid sleep, when a specific powered USB hub was attached. 
Upon investigation, it appeared that the USB hub was providing enough 
power back to the motherboard that the motherboard power light was 
still lit, even when the PC was completely disconnected from the mains. 
| replicated this problem on a second PC, which had similar symptoms 
(both running Asus motherboards, but different models). 

If | unpower the USB hub by pulling the wall wart, everything works 
fine (even the hub and the devices plugged into it). Should USB hubs 
really be providing power out of their type B (upstream) connectors, or 
is this a design fault? If a fault, is it common? This was a cheap-ish 
(about $25), no-name hub, but with a fairly comprehensive wall of 
positive reviews on Amazon, and it works fine unpowered. 


Tim 


There are meant to be two sources of five-volt power in a 
J modern PC. 

The first one is the power supply’s main +5V rail, possibly split into 
multiple separate rails, or possibly just one rail for every red wire coming 
out of the PSU. This 5V rail is not meant to be energised when the PSU 
is off, but still plugged in. 

The second 5V source is the ‘SVSB’, five-volt standby, rail. This 
has a much lower current rating than the main 5V rail or rails, and it is 
supposed to be energised when the computer is off but the PSU is still 
plugged in. 

The basic purpose of the 5VSB power is to energise the teeny bit 
of motherboard that monitors whether the two pins of the power- 
switch connector on the mobo have been connected together, by a 
case’s power button, or by your car key, if you're fiddling with a naked 
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motherboard on the kitchen table. 

5VSB also energises various other components, including USB, 
keyboard and mouse ports. Otherwise, you couldn’t wake a computer 
from sleep mode with keyboard input. 

All of these ports - PS/2 keyboard and mouse, the ancient AT 
keyboard connector, and USB - have a five-volt power rail. So it’s easy to 
run them all from 5VSB; you can just directly connect all of these power 
rails to SVSB on the mobo. 

So what the computer you're looking at has, is a USB 5V rail that’s 
connected to the 5VSB rail, with no circuitry to prevent the one powering 
the other. The hub you’ve got completes the picture. Powered USB hubs 
are meant to be able to run in unpowered-hub mode from a computer, 
or from their own plugpack, but I’m pretty sure the spec says they're not 
meant to pass five volts back upstream when both a computer and the 
plugpack are connected. But this one clearly does, as | think do a lot of 
other cheap hubs. 

So 5V comes into the computer via the hub, and lights the standby 
LED on the mobo. 

I'm not sure whether the ATX specifications forbids this, but the USB 
and ATX specs are widely disobeyed. 

As a practical matter, this ignoring of the spec — and more severe 
versions; on some mobos a cheap powered USB hub will keep the CPU 
fan spinning! - isn’t very important, and probably isn’t dangerous either. 

If the mobo’s got a load of stuff that’ll run from incoming USB power 
if possible, then it could be a bad situation, like starting the engine of 
a manual-transmission car while it’s in gear and forcing the little starter 
motor to move the whole car. | wouldn't lie awake worrying about this, 
though. 

In your case, somehow this back-fed power from the USB hub is 
preventing the computer's PSU from going into full-on mode. Perhaps 
the reverse-loaded hub ends up too far from +5.0V for the PSU's liking, or 
perhaps it’s affecting the “Power Good” pin on the motherboard power 
connector, and thus making the motherboard unhappy. 

(Just to make everything even more confusing, a possible failure 
mode for both motherboards and PSUs is loss of calibration of their 
voltage sensors - so everything can be A-OK and all 5V rails can be 5.00 
volts precisely, but because something thinks that’s 4.2 volts or 6.5 or 
something, the computer doesn’t work.) 

A way more expensive brand-name powered hub might cure this 
problem, but there’s no guarantee. You could also probably solve the 
problem by cutting the (probably red) +5V wire in the cable going from the 
computer to the hub, which would of course make the hub not work at all 
when its plugpack isn’t connected. Or, more ingeniously, you could tap a 
non-standby-5V wire from the PSU and power the hub from that instead 
of its plugpack. 

Or, of course, you could just unplug the hub when you want to do the 
things it’s stopping you from doing. 

This is all a bit of a long walk for that to be my final advice, but | spe 
much time thinking about it, so | feel | must make you suffer as well. ( 
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price o gaming 


Games as a service? It just might work... 


G ames are changing. Where once they 
were seen as single products you 
purchase like bread or coffee (albeit, sometimes 
expensive and questionable Kopi Luwak in 
nature), we started to see a change with the 
advent of MMOs. Naturally, with ongoing costs 
to run servers, MMOs needed a subscription 
model, and so we saw pay-as-you-go enter the 
realm of gaming. 

But MMOs are but one genus of gaming, a 
sub-species that can exist on its own, separate 
from the classic buy-a-loaf-of-bread model. 

More recently, especially with the help of 
digital distribution through platforms like Steam 
and Impulse, we've seen a new breed of gaming 
groceries in your store: the buy-most-of-it-and- 


weapons, faster experience gain and perks. 
Tribes is actually a good example of the model 
however, as it's been carefully balanced so 
that those who just play for free don’t find 
themselves at a disadvantage, and everything 
that can be bought can also be unlocked 
through play over time. But the same cannot 
be said of many others, most of which can be 
found in the social gaming space and on mobile 
gaming platforms, where you need to pay to be 
able to advance or compete with others. They’re 
practically a bait-and-switch — free to play, but 
pay to win. 

One the one hand some publishers are 
moving to this model because, ultimately, games 
are expensive to make and there’s more money 


Electronic Arts COO Peter Moore stated than in ten 
years time, all games will be software as a service 


charge-for-extras model. This is often seen 
through the use of DLC, and companies using 
this to seemingly remove core content from a 
game and sell it back to you later have been 
lambasted by the gaming community to the 
extent that the practice seems mostly wiped 
out — after all, biting the hand that feeds you is 
not a viable business model. Mostly, DLC now 
adds content to an already complete offering, 
and these are a relatively cheap (in terms of 
production, not just cost to the user) method 
of making money, sometimes ongoingly, on an 
already released title. And we like DLC, as it can 
refresh a game and let us explore new areas 
and experiences for a couple of bucks. 

So that’s the add-on model, but now we have 
an almost natural evolution of this - and inspired 
by the business world: software as a service. 

Recently Electronic Arts COO Peter Moore 
stated than in ten years time, all games will be 
software as a service. And we already have a 
range of titles doing this. One example is the 
recently released Tribes Ascend, where the 
game is free to play but a monetary donation 
sees players get access to new classes, new 
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to be had with on-going micro-transactions than 
a one-off fee. Others, especially in the casual 
gaming space, see it as a cash-cow where you 
lure the player in and then charge them if they 
want go further. Edmund McMillen, developer 
on Super Meat Boy, wrote a blog post saying 
such games are a “very basic video game shell 
and hang a ‘power up carrot’ in front of the 
player” and that they’re a “shit load of wrong”, 
damaging the games industry. He summed 

it up nicely with “it really seems like a large 
number of these companies out there view their 
audience as dumb cattle, who they round up, 
milk, and then send them on their way feeling 
empty or at times violated...” 

Which may not bode well for the future of 
gaming, if Moore's prediction becomes true. 
Granted there can be a balance drawn, as 
Tribes has shown, but is this going to be the 
exception and not the rule? 

And there's one other development model 
that’s gaining traction, and seemingly from 
the most unlikely of quarters: Kickstarted titles. 
Kickstarter has shown us that if people put their 
money where their passion is, products can be 


funded partly or entirely from the audience that 
will buy them. And when it comes to games, 
there are a boatload of projects on offer (some 
260 at time of writing); this is interesting not only 
because it provides an avenue —-especially for 
indie developers — to raise captial to produce 
games that might otherwise not get funding, 

but also as a barometer of what gamers want. 
Right now, 4X games on Kickstarter are hot to 
trot, and it’s no surprise, given there’s a dearth of 
decent 4X titles around at the moment. Frankly, | 
think major game labels should use Kickstarter 
too — put out three different proposals for games 
and let the consumers decide what they want. 
Maybe this way we won’t get flooded with FPS 
clone after FPS clone. 

All in all the traditional loaf of bread model is 
waning and being replaced with DLC, micro- 
transactions and software as a service. It comes 
with good and bad sides, but hopefully you'll 
see that the mighty dollar in your pocket can 
be used to promote the good variations on the 
models, and not the bad. 


Ashton’s the hottest things since sliced bread. 
amills@atomicmpc.com.au 
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Katie Williams discovers this classic piece of 
modern retro gaming, hidden in a Melbourne bar... 


amers fill every available space of the 

cramped Mana Bar in Melbourne, sipping 

at coloured cocktails in between rounds 
of Super Smash Bros. In the corner of a dim, low- 
ceilinged backroom, a group of players wield plastic 
musical instruments; in another, a man wearing 
headphones stares rather intently into his game of 
L.A. Noire. Posters for up-and-coming video games 
are plastered across the walls and the room's 
single window. The unlikely heart of this backroom, 
however, isn’t the flashy graphics of games being 
played out on giant screens. 

Instead, nearly a dozen people are clustered 
around a clunky, anachronistic-looking arcade 
cabinet. Its sides are decorated with an adorable, 
pastel-coloured burst of gaming characters. It 
shudders beneath the stress of two players,oushing 
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frantically at its joysticks as their two pixellated 
characters spar on the angled screen. Finally, 
one player falls to the other's sword. The two 
shake hands, take up their beers again, and 
move aside for the next people waiting. 

This is the Winnitron AU, the Australian 
contribution to a global network of seven 
Winnitron arcade machines. It looks like a quirky 
source of fun amongst all the sleek consoles 
and sophisticated drinks, and judging by the 
numbers it draws, it’s one of the Mana Bar 
Melbourne's biggest attractions. 

But just how did a Winnitron come to be 
here in Melbourne? Who put it together and 
why? | put on my Atomic sleuthing hat and set 
out to investigate, and ended up learning that 
the Winnitron AU is more than just an arcade 
machine: it’s made unique from its overseas 
counterparts by its significance in the local 
games development community. 


The Prime Suspects 

The first iteration of the gaming cabinet, the 
Winnitron 1000, was conceptualised and 
brought to life in 2010 in Winnipeg, Canada, by 
an enterprising mob called the Bit Collective. It 
debuted at Winnipeg's first game jam that year, 
and set off a chain reaction of similar arcade 
machines being built across the world under the 
Winnitron name. Today, versions of the Winnitron 
can be found in the Netherlands, the United 
States, China, and New Zealand - but only two 
existed before a pair of Melbournians decided to 
create their own. 

The Winnitron AU project was put into motion 
by a duo comprising James Rhodes, university 
student and part-time programmer, and John 
Sietsma, a developer who works on the tech 
side of alternate-reality games. The two are 
active members of the Melbourne games 
development community, but had had little 
contact with each another until their mutual 
interest in the Winnitron 1000's story emerged. 

“| remember thinking to myself, ‘Wouldn't it be 
cool if Australia had a Winnitron?’”” James told 
us. “And then a few days later, on Twitter, | saw 
John tweet out, ‘Australia needs a Winnitron!”’ | 
knew | wasn’t the only one then, and | kinda 
just thought: we can do this, we can make the 
Winnitron in Australia.” 

“Games in Melbourne are a lot about the 
community,” John adds, “a lot about people 


The cabinet prior to having its screen installed. Also 
missing: cutesy veneer. 
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The PC that resides inside the Winnitron AU’s cabinet. Nobody knows its specs, but owner James Rhodes 
estimates that it contains at least a grand’s worth of hardware. 


getting together for public play. And | really liked 
the idea of people being able to get together and 
play a game in an actual place, as opposed to at 
home or online. So yeah, | put out the call to get 
an idea, to gauge interest - and James was just 
super, Super keen.” 


Winnitron AU is regularly transported to local gaming-related events to raise awareness of th 
re; the Winnitron is played by visitors at Melbourne’s indie gaming Freeplay festival in August 2! 


It's a unique gaming platform, both for the 
people who make games and the people who 
play them. It was something that especially 
intrigued James as a hobbyist game developer. 

“If you play a normal game on the PC or 
onaconsole, you might play multiplayer, but 
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it’s usually an over-the-internet kind of thing,” 
he explains. “The Winnitron seemed like an 
interesting platform to develop for, because it’s 
not a format that a lot of games come in these 
days. It gets people together to play in person - 
in our case, in a bar.” 

“It's a completely different context to play 
games in these days, and it makes developing a 
little different, too.” 

Both James and John began to share their 
plans for the arcade cabinet at Melbourne's 
meet-ups for the Independent Game Developers’ 
Association, which see dozens of game 
developers get together each month to discuss 
the industry, share their expertise, and promote 
their games. Naturally, the pair found a very 
enthusiastic audience here to support them from 
the very first moments of their Winnitron journey. 

But how did the Winnitron AU end up at the 
Mana Bar? That happened to be a great bit of 
luck and timing: the Mana Bar’s owner, Guy 
Blomberg, had been organising the refurbishing 
and opening of its second branch in Melbourne 
at the same time. 

“People at the IGDA suggested we try to get 
the Winnitron AU housed there,” James says. “I 
didn’t think anything would come of it, but then 
we met Guy when he came down to Melbourne 
to judge the Global Game Jam in 2011.” 

“We hadn't even begun building, but John and 
| approached Guy anyway and talked at length 
about it and he said, ‘That sounds great, we’d 
love to have it in the Mana Bar.’ It gave us some 
real incentive to finally get the project underway.” 
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_ The Games 
The Winnitron AU, at current count, houses 
games from the global network. Here’s our 


Cowboy Killa: 
Championship Edition 
by Andrew Brophy 


This cityscape with lasers, swords and UFOs 
started life as a single-player PSP game; 
Andrew says the arcade version has been 
infinitely more popular. 


Captain Foraxian 
by Farbs 


This Tyrian-style space shooter has been 
retooled from its original browser version. 
Pervading sense of isolation has been 
removed for multiplayer play. 


WINNITRON AU 


about a dozen exclusive Australian games, in addition to the 
pick of the best Aussie titles. 


Apple Shampoo 
by Initials 


Space Twins Turbo 
by Benn Lockyer 


Another manic space shooter. Aliens sort of 
pirouette happily towards you, and your goal, 


as the space hero, is to slaughter ‘em! Almost a predecessor to iPhone hit Super 


Lemonade Factory, this warehouse-set two- 
player platformer features apples (and their 


Culmination obliteration). 


by Sun Studios 
Forget Me Not 


by Brandon Williamson 


A moody black-and-white platformer with 
something fairly rare in other Winnitron games: 
dialogue! Can be played by yourself or in “hard 
mode?” with another player. 


Sort of like a psychedelic, colour-shifting 
iteration of Pac-Man, your goal here is to eat 
all the things! Well, besides your own bullets. 


\ 


John adds, “James and | both managed the 
project and got it happening. We commissioned 
games for it, so that it had a healthy amount of 
content once we had it up and running.” While 
James put in the most manual physical work in 
bringing the Winnitron’s pieces together, John 
was the primary financer. He estimates the 
overall cost to be about two or three hundred 
dollars - not a bad price at all, given the hours of 
entertainment it’s provided since its launch. 


The Guts Of The Beast 


Not long after | began research on this article, 
James invited me to tag along with him to the 
Mana Bar. The Winnitron AU had been having 
trouble running for a couple of weeks, and he 
was heading in to check out its hardware. | was 
eager to examine the guts of the beast. 

It felt oddly prosaic to enter the backroom 
and not hear the Winnitron AU’s welcoming 
bleeps, to not see it draw its usual half-dozen- 
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strong crowd of beer-swigging gamers. The 
angled screen - an old CRT monitor, its 
cover dismantled so that it could fit inside the 
cabinet - remains a lifeless grey. 

James annotates the machine’s history to 
me as he gets down on his knees to unlock 
the cabinet. “Yes, it’s just a computer inside 
a big box,” he jokes, pulling open the door to 
reveal a rather dated-looking PC tower. “This 
was conated to us, and honestly, we don't even 
know the specs - it’s ancient, but we know it's 
got more than enough power to run the games 
installed on it.” 

If this is just a PC in a box, | wonder aloud, 
then what exactly makes it a Winnitron and not 
just a very large computer case? 

“The Winnitron is more a network than a 
machine,” James explains. “It has its own 
operating system that links all Winnitrons 
worldwide together, so it can display people’s 
scores and such on the website.” 
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As James pulls apart the computer, muttering 
about its busted video card, | begin to quiz him 
about the construction of the Winnitron AU. 

“Putting together the cabinet was most of the 
work,” he says. “I originally intended to do a build 
log, so that people could duplicate what we'd 
done, but the manual work ended up being a lot 
more intense than we’d anticipated, especially 
once we organised to have the Winnitron 
displayed at the Mana Bar.” 

The Rhodes family has an interest in building 


WINNITRON AU 


arcade machines. James’ cousin had built 
one previously, so the specifications and 
measurements for a cabinet were on hand. As 
for cutting out the wood panels and putting 
them together into a big-box-o’-fun, James’ 
fitter-and-turner father was happy to lend his 
expertise, as well as his sticker-printing machine, 
which was used to decorate the cabinet’s side 
panels with cutesy artwork starring characters 
from the Winnitron’s games. 

The Mana Bar had publicly-known issues 


The Winnitron AU’s joysticks and buttons await assembly and insertion into the gaming beast. 
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Just one more game..: 


acquiring a licence, which meant that James and 
John didn’t find out the bar’s opening date till a 
month and a half prior. 

“At that point we had to go, ‘Oh, crap, we 
better finish it off,” James says of the project's final 
month. He describes how, for three or four weeks, 
he was in his garage every day, slaving constantly 
on the thing until it was complete. He’d spent his 
entire uni holiday break working, but was proud to 
have something so big to show for it. 

“We first unveiled the Winnitron AU at the IGDA 
meeting in July,” he says. “Four days later, it was 
moved here for the Mana Bar’s opening.” I’m not 
sure what James has twiddled with in the PC, 
but at this point he replaces its side panel and 
holds his breath as it boots up. The screen lights 
up a moment later and the Winnitron’s happy 
beeps fill the room, much to James’ relief. 

“It seems to have become pretty popular since,” 
he finishes. “Il never imagined that so many 
people - gamers and even game designers - 
would become so interested in it.” 


Feeding The Machine 


| find myself curious about the people who've 
taken an interest in the Winnitron AU - its 
game developers especially. How did they hear 
about the Winnitron? What do they get out of 
developing for a relatively obscure platform? 

| meet with Andrew Brophy, a prolific indie 
developer based in Melbourne. He was 
approached to develop a game for the Winnitron 
AU's original line-up, and he’s now developing a 
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second game for the platform. 

“James started putting together the Winnitron 
and sent me a message asking if | wanted to 
make a game for it,” Andrew explains. “I decided 
to adapt a one-player game that | already had 
sitting around - it had a competitive sort of 
atmosphere, so | thought it’d be great as a two- 
player game.” The retooled version of this game 
was Cowboy killa: Championship Edition, which 
ended up being an iconic Winnitron AU title. 

Andrew admits that adapting the game for 
the Winnitron taught him a lot about designing 
for a unique, social experience, and it intrigued 
him enough to explore the area more. He’s now 
working on a new game, which, unlike his first 
contribution, has been designed specifically 
for the Winnitron platform. He describes it as a 


simple, wraparound game of chasey with a twist: 


being hit with a bullet halves your score while 
doubling your enemies’, and if you’re clumsy, 
you can fall victim to your own bullet. 
“| wanted to make something really simple, 
with just the one core mechanic,” he says. “The 
Winnitron’s really just meant for short bursts of 
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play where the player just chooses one game 
and plays it for a few minutes. So it has to be 
easy to catch on to - it can’t be too complicated, 
and you can’t have them reading through 


tutorials in a bar environment or anything like that. 


I've tried to design it so the player can see their 
goal straight away.” 

There are some additional technical 
restrictions when it comes to game submissions 

- it needs to run at a certain full-screen resolution, 
and due to its joysticks, the keyboard controls 
can’t venture beyond simple arrow-key input. 
Not all of the games available on the platform 
are two-player, but for obvious reasons, they are 
significantly more popular in the Winnitron AU’s 
social environment. 

So what steps does a game developer take if 
he wants to get his game onto the Winnitron AU, 
| wonder? 

“Just say nice things to James,” he jokes. “But 
really, all you have to do is get in touch with 
one of the Winnitron’s developers. There’s an 
approval process, of course. Your game will 
have to be of some quality; you can’t put, say, 


The Winnitron AU's designer, James Rhodes (right), poses. alongside artist 
James Filippone, whose art adorns the side panels of the arcade cabinet. 
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The Winnitron AU resides permanently at Melbourne’s 
Mana Bar, available for any bar patron to play. 


giant, hours-long story-based adventure games 
on it - they still need to be arcade games. But 
as long as it fits all the specifications and design 
restrictions, the Winnitron guys are fine with it.” 

Almost all of the Australian games are 
exclusive to the Winnitron AU, which John says 
excites both the developers and those who 
play their games, as having a platform for quirky 
local games is indicative of just how well the 
community fosters its members. In addition to 
Andrew Brophy, the Winnitron AU also launched 
with games by well-known Captain Forever 
developer Farbs, and the studio Initials, which 
was responsible for the recent iPhone hit Super 
Lemonade Factory. | asked John about the other 
developers he’s approached to design games for 
the Winnitron AU since. 

“Locally, we've had a lot of people here in 
the Melbourne development community make 
games for it,” he revealed. “At this year’s Global 
Game Jam, we offered participants the option 
to develop games for us, and we had several 
entries from that. We have some thirty-five 
games up there now, and the list is growing 
every day.” 


Endgame 
| return to James and John to ask what's on the 
cards for the Winnitron AU. What's next? How will 
it continue to promote the development scene? 
The fact that there’s a small community based 
around putting together games on a unique 
platform just for the Australian audience is a 
really special thing. It’s not something | expected 
when | first delved into the Winnitron AU’s history, 
but now that I’ve learned of its potential, I’m 
keen to see what lies in its future. James agrees. 
“| think the success of the Winnitron AU has 
perhaps certainly reached out to a number 
of Australian game developers who didn’t 
previously realise that there was actually a 
large Australian independent scene,” James 
says. “I think we do, perhaps, have quite a few 
Australian developers still in this situation, and it's 
one of my goals to reach out to them.” 
John finishes, “A lot of what we do is virtual - 
sprinkled around the web. The Winnitron AU is 
a physical artefact of our love for games. Seeing 
your game on an arcade machine being played 
by the public is a buzz. It's a tangible reminder 
that our games are played and have an impact.” 
For more information on the Winnitron AU, 
visit winnitron.ca/australia. (() 
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Computex 2012: 


Musings from the sh 


The biggest PC hardware show on Earth was last 
month, and Atomic was all over it like some cool, 


well-dressed rash... 


Ee year Atomic makes a trip to Taiwan 
mato check out the latest and greatest in PC 
hardware being shown off at Computex. We've 
been doing it for over a decade now, and each 
year the show provides an interesting look at 
where the industry is, and what the overarching 
trends will be for the next year. 

What gets shown off is usually highly 
dependent on launch cycles. This year was 
the most system-focused in a long time, for 
example, largely due to the double whammy of 
lv Bridge Ultrabooks and Windows 8. But the 
component side made a big showing as well, 
with the second wave of Z77 motherboards 
being shown, as well as the usual assortment of 
crazy coolers, case designs and peripherals that 
flow out of Taiwan. 

As far as big trends go, this year we 
spotted a massive proliferation in the number 
of mechanical keyboards being shown. This 
seems to be the next big area for expansion, as 
manufacturers try and chase the traditionally high 
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Innovation Awards 


| 
| 
|| [twas quite a curious Computex in 
| 
| 


terms of products. There were few big 
standouts, and instead a lot of very 
similar products, and a general feel 

|| Of more of the same. But there were 

|| ahandful of diamonds to be found, 
products and technologies that we 
found on the show floor that really 
excited us. Some are already hitting the 
market, while others will be appearing | 
|| later this year. Regardless, this is our | 
Hit-list of products that really deserve 


special mention. 
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margins made on keyboards. This is something 
that happens every year as companies look to 
expand — two years ago everyone was getting 
into Power Supplies, whereas last year it seemed 
SSDs were the hot ticket. 

Every peripheral maker worth its salt seemed 
to be showing off multiple keyboards. Rather 
than settle on a single type of Cherry switch, it 
seems that each design of keyboard will have 
sub-models using different colours of switch. We 
can’t help but think that this is both good and 
bad for end users — while more choice is always 
a great thing, it makes the actual process of 
deciding on a keyboard quite messy. 

As a corollary to the number of keyboards, 
we saw very few new mice being shown off. 

It may well mean that the mouse market has 
reached saturation point, and we suspect that 
the mechanical keyboard market might be similar 
come next year’s show. 

As far as motherboards go, the recent launch 
of the 277 chipset means that we've already 
seen the bulk of new products in the labs. Each 
manufacturer was still holding back, however, 
with a smattering of new boards being shown off 
by everyone. 

ASRock was showing off its first overclocking- 
focused board, the yellow and black Z77 OC 
Formula. Designed by to Nick Shih, it will be 
fascinating to watch how ASRock can compete 
against the big guns from ASUS and Gigabyte 
when it comes to overclocking. For mere 
mortals, ASRock was showing off a few new 
boards, the most interesting of which were 
Socket FM2 boards for AMD's Trinity APU. 


ow floor 


Corsair AX1200i PSU 


Corsair quite boldly told us that the 
Ax1200i is the future of power supplies, 
thanks to the use of a Digital Signal 
Processor to both monitor and regulate 
power output. This allows it to sport an 

|| 80 Plus Platinum certification, as well as 
connect to your PC via a USB header 
(or Corsair Link controller) and display 
realtime performance data. There are a 
few other neat tricks that this enables, 

| such as toggling between single and 
multiple rails or setting up your own 
custom fan profiles. At the moment this 
digital design is only available on this 
top end 1200 Watt model, but Corsair 
believes we'll start seeing it flow through 
|| into the rest of its product line over 
coming years. We saw a lot of power 
supplies this year, and this was by far the 
|| standout in terms of technology. 
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Rather than use the new A865 chipset, ASRock is 
pairing the older A75 with the new socket, which 
will make for cheaper products. 

Unfortunately Trinity wasn’t actually being 
shown off - we heard from numerous sources 
that it won't actually make it to market until 
October this year. But we did see motherboards 
using the more standard combination of FM2 


BeQuiet 
Darkpower Pro 


|| German company 
BeQuiet’s products 
aren’t yet available 

in Australia, but 

should be soon. It 

|| was showing off its 
relatively small product 
|| line-up — consisting of 

|| fans, CPU coolers and Power | 
Supplies — and it was their top-end silent | 
model that caught our eye. Developed | 
in conjunction with Seasonic (and with 
several months of extra development 
on top of the reference platform), the 
DarkPower Pro is designed to deliver 
1200 Watts of 80 Plus Gold efficiency in 
a virtually silent package. This is done | 
through specially engineered mounts 
as well as the use of the company’s 

|| Silentwings 2 fluid bearing fan. It 

|| also comes with an overclock button 

|| designed to switch operation between 
| four 12V rails and a single 12V rail 

| dependant on need. A near silent PSU 
| 

| 

| 


with support for seven PCI-E power 
connections means we'll be keeping a 
close eye on Be Quiet when its products 
hit the local market. 
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over the course of the week. 
The boards are definitely there 
and ready, it’s just the APU that 
we’re now waiting on. 
Gigabyte impressed us with 
its new MOSFET design, but that 
wasn’t all we saw in its VIP rooms. 
It was demoing motherboards using | 
Intel’s top-end dual Thunderbolt controller, 
which means two ports and the ability to 
drive three independent displays from Intel's 
integrated graphics. It was also showing off its 
new Socket 2011 platform, which eschews the 
X79 chipset for the more workstation-focused 
C606. This means that Gigabyte has been able 
to add eight Serial Attached SCSI (SAS) ports 
to the X79S-UP5 motherboard, which support 
SATA 3Gbps drives. This gives the board a 
total of 14 drive connections, and when paired 
with the new MOSFET design and eight DIMM 
slots this looks to be a pretty serious 
workstation product. | 
ASUS was continuing its push towards 
strapping everything possible onto motherboards 
with the launch of the Maximus V Formula, and 
two concept motherboards designed to push 
the boundaries of what anyone would actually 
want. The first is Zeus, an X79 motherboard 
with no PCI-E slots. Instead there are two GPUs 
under a monster heatsink, and dual Thunderbolt 
connections. It’s an impressive looking concept 
but we doubt it has any real world potential, 
especially considering the premium involved in 
the X79/Sandy Bridge E platform. The second 
on show was Wolverine, which has 40 power 
phases. Again, we suspect aspects of this will 
flow into other products, but we seriously doubt 
whether anyone would ever need so many 
power phases on a motherboard. 
Intel’s massive push into Ultrabooks has 
been a pretty much un-Atomic pursuit until 


Bitfenix Prodigy 


We've been keeping a close eye on the 
Prodigy since first getting a look at the 

|| prototypes, and Computex provided a 

|| coming out party for this innovative Mini-ITX 
case design. Bitfenix was also showing off 
some one-off coloured samples, testing the 
|| waters with Blue, Red and Orange designs. 
The Prodigy stood in stark contrast to other 
| Mini-ITX cases that used low wattage PSUs 
|| or came targeted at small business use - it’s 
an enthusiast case at its core, designed and 
built by a bunch of serious PC fans. Not only 
is ita well-designed and built chassis, but 

| it has been built with your budget in mind, 
which makes it stand out from the pack. 
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Roccat PowerGrid | 


Roccat is making some pretty big 
plays in the gaming peripheral space, but 
the thing that blew us away isn’t even 

a physical product. Powergrid is a free 
App, coming for iOS and Android, which 
allows you to monitor and control aspects 
of your PC while gaming. It will ultimately 
pair up with a keyboard called Phobo, 
which integrates a smartphone dock, 

but for now it exists as software. What it 
allows you to do is not only map touch 
controls for games, but it lets you monitor 
system resources and even control your 
web browser via the phone. Roccat even 
showed us how it can control individual 
volume mixers, so you can adjust the 
levels of programs without having to leave 
your game. It has a by-gamers-for-gamers 
attitude, but we can see a whole lot of uses 
for anyone who is serious about their PC. 
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Tt eSPORTS Headphones 


While it is unlikely we'll see the fashion products being shown on Tt eSPORTS stand this | 
year, we are set to see at least some of the aggressively styled headphones making it to iI 
Aussie shores. The new CHAO DRACCO lineup is designed for both music and gaming, | 
and Thermaltake is aiming to grab more than just gamers with the brand. They'll be a lot i 
cheaper than other ‘fashion’ heaphones and come with nice touches, like a non-captive | 
cable. What’s even more exciting is that Thermaltake are looking at bringing some of the II 
separately sold headphone stands into the country, which look like surprisingly handy little | 
units. For sheer bravado in design choices we have to tip our hat to Tt eSPORTS — the | 
colours of these headphones may not be to our personal taste, but at least it is reaching | 
beyond gaming with its brand. | 


| 
| 
4) 


recently. What has changed is a tweak in the 
Ultrabook definition, which has opened the door 
to Ultrabooks with third party GPUs. It means 
that we'll be seeing more and more Ultrabooks 
capable of light gaming, which has been a 
glaring omission in the first generation. We saw 
many, many Ultrabooks running Diablo II, which 
has the advantage of being a highly scalable title, 
and one that paints lower end graphics in a good 
light. We also saw our fair share of connection 
errors as demonstrations ran into problems with 
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OCZ Agility 4/ Everest 2 | 


At Computex last 
| 
| 
| 
| 


GAMING 


year it seemed 
any company with 
even a peripheral 
interest in the flash 
memory business 
was unveiling 

|| Sandforce- 

based SATA 
6Gbps SSDs. This set 
the tone for the past year, with virtually \| 
every manufacturer offering Sandforce | 
controllers and turning the SSD market | 
into a sea of uniformity. This year we saw | 
several companies react to this by either | 
slashing prices on Sandforce drives, or iI 
looking to new, untapped controllers. | 
OCZ is the standout here, leveraging its 
purchase of Indilinx last year to create 
custom firmware on Marvell Silicon and |] 
building the Everest 2 controller. Its Agility 

4 is the third product line to use the | 
controller, and marks the emergence of it | 
in the mainstream. Most importantly it is 
OCZ-exclusive, which makes the good 
small file performance of the controller | 
standout from a sea of uniformity. | 
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poor quality internet and Blizzard's tendency to 
take servers down on a whim. 

Unfortunately we expected a lot of innovation 
around Ultrabooks, and this was largely lacking. 
ASUS launched its dual screen Taichi model, 
which has a screen on the lid so it can be 
used as a Windows 8 tablet when closed. Our 
major problem with this design is that while we 
love Windows 8 on Tablets, the Taichi is still a 
Windows 8 laptop when open, and Windows 8 
as anormal PC operating system is an exercise 
in frustration at the best of times. 

But despite the enhanced presence of 
mobile this year, Computex is still all about the 
components. Unfortunately the best case we 
saw at the show was again in Coolermaster’s 


EpicGear Dezimator 


One could barely swing a metaphorical cat on the Computex show 
floor without hitting a mechanical keyboard. Sadly, a lot of these fell into 
the more-of-the-same territory, with very little to differentiate between 
brands. In this regard GelL’s EpicGear brand was somewhat of a 
saviour with its Dezimator keyboard, with a striking design and some 
truly different features. Made largely from Aluminium with a removable 
cable, the Dezimator is set to come with either Cherry MX Brown or 
Cherry MX Red switches when it ships late this year. But one of the 
nicest touches is that the wrist-rest pulls out and turns into a dust cover 
for the keyboard itself. We were highly impressed earlier this year with 
the Meduza, Epic Gear’s gaming mouse, and it looks like the Dezimator 
packs the same attention to detail and quality. A refreshing break from a 
sea of similar products. 
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ASUS ROG Maximus V 


| At Computex last year it seemed any 


|| the flash memory business was unveiling 
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‘NDA Room’, which means we can’t talk about 


Formula/ThunderFX 


it. But let's just say it got our nostalgia detectors 
buzzing upon first sight. One other thing to note 
with Cooler master is that the CMStorm and 
CHOIX sub-brands.are going away, with Cooler 
Master branding prominent on all the 
new products. 
Bitfenix finally had its Recon fan controller up 
and running. This is designed to hook into an 
App, which lets you control your system cooling 
remotely. It was first postulated last year, but the 
units are now actually going into production. 
Thermaltake wasn’t really showing any new 
cases, but it was demonstrating a wide range 
of products that will be shipping in white or 
military green colour schemes. This doesn’t just 
mean its cases either, with keyboards, mice and 
headphones all spotted with the new paintiobs. 


company with even a peripheral interest in 


Sandforce-based SATA 6Gbps SSDs. This | 
set the tone for the past year, with virtually 
every manufacturer offering Sandforce 
controllers and turning the SSD market 
into a sea of uniformity. This year we saw 
several companies react to this by either 
slashing prices on Sandforce drives, or 
looking to new, untapped controllers. | 
OCZ is the standout here, leveraging its 
purchase of Indilinx last year to create | 
custom firmware on Marvell Silicon and | 
building the Everest 2 controller. Its Agility \ 
4 is the third product line to use the | 
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controller, and marks the emergence of it | Antec's product line up was somewhat 
in the mainstream. Most importantly itis | 
OCZ-exclusive, which makes the good |] 
small file performance of the controller 
standout from a sea of uniformity. | 


disappointing this year — it had the obligatory 
white versions of some cases, but it seems the 
major push from the company is into mobile 
accessories, with everything from travel routers 
to Bluetooth speakers on show. 

Cases weren't the only flat area this year, it 
seemed that there was less buzz about SSDs as 
well. This is a combination of the massive price 
pressure being put on SSD manufacturers, with 
the big players pushing hard against smaller 
companies. The only real highpoints were OCZ 
with its Everest 2-based drives and Corsair, 


Xe: 


which is launching its new Neutron drives with 


Gigabyte PowlRStage 


New MOSFET design might not be the sexiest thing 
in tech, but the PowlRstage IR3350 is an exception. 
Gigabyte is going to be using these chips 
exclusively on its new UP series of motherboards, 
and they promise a host of advantages over 
traditional MOSFETs. These chips combine A driver 
IC, High side MOSFET and two low side MOSFETS 
onto a single chip, which actually generates less 
heat than the components running separately. We 
saw a live demo of a board with the IR3350 running 
a full 30 degrees lower than existing motherboards 
— this will not only be a boon to overclockers, 

but also handy for those who use closed loop 
water coolers and don’t have enough airflow over 
their MOSFETS. This tech will be rolling out on 
Gigabyte’s UP series motherboards later this year. 
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Cooler Master Eisberg 
We’ve become somewhat jaded seeing 
|| the same closed-loop water cooling 
solution over and over again. The vast 
majority of these are developed with 
ASEtek, which results in very similar 
products between manufacturers, varying 
|| only in the type of fan used. Cooler 
Master’s Eisberg, which is currently a 
Europe-focused product line, bucks this 
trend and is developed in conjunction with 
|| Eheim, manufacturer of Aquarium pumps 
|| and stalwart of the DIY water cooling 
|| scene for many years. Not only does this 
|| make for a different physical appearance 
|| to everything else, but it’s a refillable 
} system that bridges the gap between 
|| existing closed loop coolers and more 
flexible DIY solutions. Cooler Master has 
| to get credit for looking beyond the easy 
|| solution and developing something unique 
in this space. 


controllers from the enterprise-focused company 
Link A Media. This means a period of exclusivity 
to Corsair, which should help differentiate its 
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products from the sea of Sandforce based drives. 


This year’s Computex was, well, different. 
There were still plenty of fantastic products on 
show, and some really exciting innovations as 
well. But it seems that the sheer audacity that 
used to mark Computex product unveilings is 
a thing of the past, with only a few companies 
going all out with crazy concepts and brave 
new designs. More than ever Computex 2012 
was business as usual, and while that isn’t a 
bad thing, it did take some of the lustre out of 


NeW Naiagy MOTHERBOARD 


ASUS P8Z77/-V Premium 


It appears there is such a thing as too many features... 


Street Price $529 Website www.asus.com 


Specifications <1155>; Z77 chipset; ATX form factor; 4 x 
PCI-e 16x (3 x 8x, 1x 4x); 2 x PCI-e 1x; 2 x SATA2, 6 x SATA3; 
DDR3-2800 (OC) 


As: has decided to enter the 
‘Thunderbolt fray with a board of its 
own, and in this case it comes with everything 
you need to make a monster of a computer, and 
also a lot of stuff you most probably don’t. 

Included are features like the ASUS Wifi 
module, for users who want integrated WiFi. - 
which is to say, pretty much everyone. Right next 
to this is a Thunderbolt port, which as many of 
you know is the premium bus technology on 
the market today (for extreme enthusiasts and 
professionals). Moving further down, we have 
dual gigabit LAN, again, a feature than either 
professionals or gamers require, not most 
home users. 

Further south we find the PCI Express slots 
for four-way SLI or CrossFire. It doesn’t take 
a rocket scientist to figure out that this is an 
extreme enthusiast addition, and the average 
person has no need to add more than a single 
video card, let alone an additional three. 

Just to the right of the PC! Express lanes we 
see an M-SATA Cache drive, which comes with 
32GB capacity. It’s designed to be used with 
Intel’ Smart Response technology and Rapid 
Start. This is a nice feature, but an enthusiast 
purchasing this board will likely have at least one 
dedicated SDD and possibly even Thunderbolt 
storage as well. The cache drive is therefore 
rendered largely useless, and simply adds further 
to the already enormous cost, with the same 
being said for the integrated WiFi card. 

Of course one could argue that no one is 
forcing the Premium buy on you, but the point is, 


ASUS P8Z77-V Premium 
<i73770K> Stock 


35x100; DDR3-1600@ 


9-9-9-121T 


if you want a cache drive, the Premium is forced 
on you, and the Deluxe doesn’t come with one, 
and at $319, the Deluxe is far better targeted 
towards the kind of users who would actually 
make use of the drive. 

One useful little kit ASUS has included 
(although it is on many other models) is the 
USB3 front panel. If your current case doesn’t 
have USB3 connectivity, simply plug this little 
panel into the Floppy bay, or use a converter. 
Two ports are then easily accessible on the front 
of your case, and it couldn't be simpler. 

All up it seems ASUS has lost sight of what 
people actually want; or, more importantly, what 


OC1 (best stable auto 
overclock) 

38 x 102.6; DDR3-1642 
@9-9-9-121T 


OC2 (best stable manual 
overclock) 


12-12-12-261T 


48 x100; DDR3-2400 @ 


38 


PiFast (seconds) 

wPrime 32M -Single-thread (seconds) | 36.174 
wPrime32M-Multi-thread (seconds) | 7.045 
CineBench R11.5 x64 - Single-thread 1.81 
CineBench R11.5 x64 - Multi-thread 7.22 
AIDA Read (MB/s) 19341 
AIDA Write (MB/s) 22654 
AIDA Latency (nanoseconds) 


32.12 29.67 
6.652 5.231 
1.93 211 
8.31 9.06 
22865 23568 
22871 26459 


people actually need. This motherboard is better 
suited to its ROG line-up, and even then it’s 
arguably over the top. Looking at all the features, 
the only question left to ask is “where is the 
kitchen sink?” 

We're not saying this board is bad, in fact 
it’s just the opposite, it’s too feature rich. We'd 
suggest ASUS take a deep breath, think about 
exactly who it’s targeting with this motherboard, 
and readjust accordingly; at the moment all of this 
technology is simply too much. $529 is expensive 
for an X79 motherboard, let alone a Z77 one, 
Thunderbolt technology or not. (&) MW 


Performance Ce ca a 
A decent performer, aw | y | 
but we've seen faster. ee | 


Bundle 
It literally 
has everything. 


Value 
Everything h 


Overall 
Avnice board, but you'simply 


won't use every feature. 


MOTHERBOARD 


MSI Z77A GD8&0 


MSI comes out swinging with super-fast 
Thunderbolt connectivity. Yay? @« 


Street Price $310 Website www.msi.com 


Specifications <1155>; Z77 chipset; ATX form factor; 3 
x PCI-e 16x (8 x 16x, 2 x 4x); 4 x PCI-e Ix; 4 x SATA2, 4 x 
SATA3; DDR3-2800 (OC). 


a en is finally on the desktop PC 
platform and MSI is happily claiming the 
‘world first’ title for themselves. The Z77A GD80 
is the first motherboard to be given the honour, 
and while nice, we really can’t figure out what 
it’s any different to the Z77A GD65 (apart from 
Thunderbolt obviously). Both boards have the 
same Audio, PCI configuration, SATA, USB and 
network capabilities; put simply, they are the 
same board. 

For those who don’t yet know what a 
Thunderbolt port is good for, it’s essentially 
double the bandwidth of USB3, allowing data 
transfer speeds up to 10GB/s if the device and 
PC are capable of the throughput. 

Thunderbolt can also be ‘daisy chained’, 
with up to six devices being connected in a 
series. This can be achieved through ‘input’ and 
‘output’ sockets on Thunderbolt devices, or via a 
Thunderbolt hub. Thunderbolt can also be used 
for a display output; currently Apple is the only 
manufacturer with readily available panels on 
the market (they're still compatible with your PC 
Thunderbolt however). 

Loading up our motherboard benchmark 
suite, and in this case our SSD suite, we went 
about testing the GD80 and its sought after 
Thunderbolt port. We had a rough idea of 
what to expect in terms of CPU and memory 
performance, and as expected there really isn’t 
a need to upgrade to the GD80 over the GD65, 
unless you're just after a Z77 board from MSI. 
Thunderbolt performance however is good, 
though not really required if you only want to 


MSI Z77A GD80 
<7 3710K> 


Stock 


35x100; DDR3-1600 @ 


9-9-9-121T 


PiFast (seconds) 

wPrime 32M -Single-thread (seconds) | 36.162 
wPrime32M—Multi-thread (seconds) | 7.041 
CineBench R11.5 x64 - Single-thread NACA 
CineBenchRI1.5x64—Multi-thread | 7.24 
AIDA Read (MB/s) 19124 
AIDA Write (MB/s) 22796 
AIDA Latency (nanoseconds) 


atemic 


install a single Thunderbolt SSD in your system. 

You see, a USB3 SSD already has enough 
bandwidth allocation, and most speed increases 
or bottlenecks depend almost entirely on the 
speed of the controller, or the flash memory itself. 
We only see an advantage with Thunderbolt 
when super-high-speed SSDs are used, or 
numerous SSDs are being read from, and written 
to, simultaneously. 

Devices like HDD hubs receive a healthy 
boost in performance, as instead of three or four 
external hard drives sharing the hub’s single USB 
2 or 3 port, and possibly hitting a bandwidth 
limitation, the 10GB bandwidth ceiling available 
in Thunderbolt should mean your hub can work 
with all installed drives at its true potential. 

Looking at other connectivity options, we 
find a plethora of output options on the rear 
/O panel, with eight-channel audio, four USB2 


OCT (best stable auto 
overclock) 

38x102.5; DDR3-1640 
@9-9-9-121T 


OC2 (best stable manual 
overclock) 

48x100; DDR3-2400 @ 
12-12-12-261T 


32.43 29.79 
6.674 5.264 
1.89 2.09 
8.16 8.98 
19346 23876 
22981 26152 


ports, two USB3 ports, Gigabit Ethernet, 
HDMI, VGA and of course the Thunderbolt 
Port (in place of the previous Display Port). This 
should enable users to connect a vast number 
of external devices to a relatively simple and 
small PC. 

Taking a look at the PC! Express lanes we see 
three 16x lanes available for use, but it should 
be mentioned that they will not all run at 16x if 
occupied simultaneously. We should mention 
that the bottom (third) PCI Express lane only 
becomes active if an lvy Bridge processor is 
installed, as the extra PCI bandwidth usually 
allocated to the slot has instead been directed to 
the Thunderbolt port. 

As for the remaining MSI features it's all 
pretty much the same as its 277 line up of the 
past. OC Genie, UEFI BIOS and ‘Military Class’ 
components. If you’re after Thunderbolt, the 
GD80 is a decent enough choice, albeit $100 
more than the GD65 without the port. © MW 
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om | 
Thunderbolt is nice, but { exs is } | 
performance is average, "OOS 


Bundle = | 
The usual software 75 | 
and SLI cables. | 


Only worth it if you're 
desperate for Thunderbolt. 
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GRAPHICS CARD 


Sapphire 7950 Flex Edition 


A perfect card for multiple-monitor fans. 


Street Price $469(TBC) Suplier Sapphire 

Websites www.sapphireteh.com 

Specifications 860MHz core; 1250MHz memory 
(SOOOMHz effective); ‘<Tahiti>’ core; 1792 Unified 
Shaders(AMD); 3GB GDDRS; 384-bit bus width; dual-slot 
active cooling; Dual 6-pin PCle connectors. 


Av who isn’t quite sure what the Flex 
eries is needs to pay closer attention. It 
first came to light with the AMD 5000 series of 
graphics cards, and enabled users to do away 
with their DP-DVI dongles. The Flex series allows 
users to connect up to three DVI/HDMI monitors 
simultaneously in Eyefinity, while still providing 
extra Display ports for additional monitors if 
required. In the case of the Sapphire 7950 Flex, 
there are an additional two mini-DP outputs 
included, meaning a total of five monitors can 
be connected simultaneously, giving a ‘super 
panorama’ experience. Before you poo-poo the 
idea of five monitors, it's actually a completely 
immersive experience if done correctly. 

Factory GPU frequency is 860MHz, BOMHz 
above reference design. Given the high response 
the 7950 and 7970 gain from clock cycle boosts, 
we would assume this will equate to 1-3FPS on 
average. Not a lot, but it does put this card ahead 
of non-overclocked cards by a small margin. If 
you want a little more out of the card, expect 
clocks around 1100MHz as an everyday level, 
though we managed 1200MHz for benchmarking. 

When playing the memory lottery we were 
lucky enough to receive a card that has a half 
decent overhead, as taking it from 1250MHz 
up to 1400MHz was a relative breeze. We're 
confident there will be no issues with most cards 
at this level, though any further and you do risk 
permanent damage to your card, as crashes 
can quite often lead to permanent damage once 
voltage increases are applied to VRAM. 

Unlocking MSI Afterburner and Sapphire Trixx, 
we managed a final RAM frequency of 1540MHz 
(6160 effective), which will come in handy in very 


few actual situations we know; but it did actually 
give us a small improvement once our core 
frequency was pushed above 1050MHZz. 

For testing this card, we used Catalyst 12.4 
drivers, as 12.6 were still in Beta. While testing 
12.6 we did whiteness a small one to five per 
cent gain in some benchmarks, however we also 
witnessed some artifacting that wasn’t present in 
the 12.4 release drivers, so reverted back to 12.4 
for consistency sake. Hopefully by the time you're 
reading this, the 12.6 release version will be out. 

As for thermals and fan volume, the card 
actually performed better than expected. The 
cooler has nice thick fans, with a high CFM and 
low noise levels. We can still hear the fans when 
using our open air test bench and the card is 
under heavy load, but even then it’s very faint and 
far from annoying. At idle the card is completely 
silent, even with your ear pressed against the fan 
bearings. We’re confident saying that for the price 
this cooler has the goods. 

Thermally this card isn’t the best, but for the 
size and price of the card it certainly does the 


Sapphire 7950 Flex Edition Synthetic Benchmarks 


Unigine Heaven, Avg -35 


3DMark 11-9531 


Sapphire 7950 Flex Edition Gaming Benchmarks 
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job. Of course the ASUS DCU II is 
a ‘better cooler’ as it's a huge three slot 
cooler. Idle temperatures of 31C seemed to be 
the norm in a 20C room, so an 11C increase of 
ambient isn’t too shabby. 

Load temperatures were measured at 59C, 
though keeping in mind we tested on an open air 
testbench, you will likely see temperature a little 
higher, possibly 64-65C in a half decent case. Still, 
compared to other card testing in open air, this 
card is still very impressive, and if we match it to 
a reference cooled card from AMD, the closest 
match is the HD7850, measuring in a 57C load 
in open air. 

Overclocked we witnessed temperatures 
climbing into the 75C region, but this is still more 
than cool enough for sustained use. We'd err on 
the side of caution though, just because your 
card is running cool when overclocked, doesn’t 
mean it’s stable and it certainly doesn’t mean it 
can be pushed further. We're entering a new era 
of powerful cards running under 80C, and in order 
to measure stability and potential performance 
improvements people need to closely monitor 
voltage and artifacting, temperature is no longer 
the limiting factor of achieving decent overlocks at 
home. (@&) MW 
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Nice little factory clock, cas F iam 
and overclocks well. son 
Bundle =a oR 
4 included adapters for Cel ao 
different displays. eer : 


Value 
Huge feature list, though 
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Overall 
Perfect fora cheap 
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Western Digital VelociRaptor ITB 


Does this enterprise-grade hard drive belong in an enthusiast’s case? It might... 


Street Price $349 Supplier Western Digital 
Website www.wdc.com 


Specifications JOOOGB Capacity, SATA3, 3.5” HDD, 
5-year warranty. 


TT” VelociRaptor has been a favourite 
amongst the enthusiast market since its 
initial release in 2007; of course it was known, 
back then, as just the ‘Raptor’. The latest 
VelociRaptor comes in an all new 1TB 
maximum capacity, with a denser 8333GB 
platter. For anyone who can use 
basic multiplication, you’d be 
correct in assuming the 1TB 
drive is in fact comprised of 
three, 333GB platers. 

For anyone unfamiliar with the 
Raptor series, it initially released 
on a3.5in platter, with a density 
of 32GB. The VelociRaptor then 
moved over to a 2.5in platter to reduce 
the distance the read head had to move when 
working on the platter. For Desktop users, you 
can simply mount the VelociRaptor into a 3.5in 
drive bay, using the Western Digital ‘heatsink’, 
though if you want, there is no problem with 
removing this heatsink and installing the drive 
in a 2.5in bay, as the heatsink is only for show, 
and has no practical purpose other than bay 


expansion. Such, as you know, actually being a 


sink for heat. 

Now, we know what most of you will be 
thinking, and it's something along the lines of 
“SSDs are faster than a VelociRaptor, so why 
bother?” And in some situations, yes you are 
correct; an SSD may be better suited to your 
particular needs. There are however still many 
professional applications that can make use of 
the VelociRaptor’s superior writing speeds, and 
also its superior reliability. 

So what makes the VelociRaptor so fast? 
Well a combination of technologies, really, the 
first and most simply is the 10,000 RPM platter 
speed. While many external drives spin at 
5,400rpm and nearly all internal drives spin at 
7,200rpm, the VelociRaptor is one of the only 
readily available hard drives with a 10,000rpm 
platter speed. 

The next tool employed by Western Digital is 


Western Digital VelociRaptor ITB 


i 


AS SSD 4K-64 Threaded (MB/s) 
ASSSD Access Time(ms) 


CrystalDiskMark Sequential (MB/s) 
CrystalDiskMark 512K (MB/s) 
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... the VelociRaptor is one of 
the only readily available hard drives with a 
10,000rpm platter speed. 


the platter density. Using both high data density 
and a 2.5in platter helps reduce the amount 
of mechanical (and therefore slow) movement 
needed by the read and write head on the hard 
drive. Another benefit of the smaller platter size 
is the ability to ‘spin up’ faster; that is going from 
idle to full spinning speed. Along with these is the 
ability to locate and retrieve data faster (known 
as seek times). 

Of course, SSDs have faster seek times 
than a HDD could ever hope to achieve (almost 
instant, basically), and they don’t suffer from the 
problems mechanical parts bring, and therefore 


have no spin or spool time. Yet, while the SSD 
is faster in those regards, the Western Digital 
VelociRaptor is about as good as it gets for a 
platter drive. 

If you do a lot of work with movies and or 
photography, you will need a hard drive with a 
good write speed, and you'll also want stability. 
Western Digital offers competitive read, write 
and seek speeds, along with a full five year 
warranty, and the peace of mind that every hard 
drive is hand tested before shipping. These are 
‘enterprise’ classed hard drives after all, so data 
stability is one of the strongest selling points of 
the VelociRaptor series. (@) 
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Roccat Isku 


Very shiny, but poor build quality hampers actual use. 


Street Price $80 Supplier Roccat 
Website www.atomicmpc.com.au/139_Isku 


Specifications 123 keys; anti-ghosting; 3x 

programmable Thumb keys; 5x programmable Macro 
keys, 20x additional Macro keys; 1O00Hz polling rate; 
2m cable. 


I: going to start sounding like | have 
something against Roccat. In fact, just 

reading that, you can probably start to guess the 
direction this review is going to take, and if you 
remember my thoughts on the Roccat Kone [+] 
mouse, then you'll be even more primed for what 
I’m about to say. 

Basically... yes, the Isku looks good, but in 
practice, it’s easily one of the worst keyboards 
I’ve used in recent memory. In fact, now that | 
think of it, of all the dedicated gaming devices 
I’ve tested in the last few years, with one 
exception “waves at Razer”, this is actually the 
one that lasted the least amount of time in 
my testing. 

Short story? The Isku is just no good. 

First up, it’s a harsh adjustment to go back 
to regular domed keys after using the sweet 
mechanical action of Corsair’s K60 board. It really 
is one of those situations where you wonder 


keyboard 


how you ever managed to use a 
non-mechanical model. However, I’m 
actually typing on one now; my work 
keyboard remains a trusty Microsoft X6, 
just about our last, best keyboard option. 

And it feels worlds ahead of the mushy action 

of the Isku. 

It just feels like there's something wrong 
with the keyboard; or, rather, that it’s just not 
very good. Continued use, both in day-to-day 
tasks, and some pretty intense BF3 sessions, 
reinforced our initial feeling of disquiet. Roccat 
boasts anti-ghosting to help with multiple key- 
presses, but we consistently found, for instance, 
that the R key — for reloading — was simply non- 
responsive; it would take two or three presses to 
trigger a reload. 

The keyboard features a lovely ice-blue lighting 
scheme, but it’s very poorly designed. Each key’s 
letter is so unevenly backlit that it can actually be 
hard to make out. I’m a handy touch typer, but 
even the best touch typists need to glance at 
the keyboard every now and then, and finding a 
key visually can be a real challenge on the Isku. 
For someone who's not a touch-typist, | would 
imagine using the Isku for typing anything other 
than a brief Tweet would be a process akin to a 


CM Storm Sirus S headphones 


Is it second time’s the charm for this heavy-duty headphones? 


Street Price $95 Supplier Cooler Master 
Website www.cmstorm.com 


Specifications Frequency Response: IOHz-20,000Hz; 
Impedance: F/R/C: 32, Ohms Sub: 16 Ohms; Sensitivity: 
>105aB; Driver: F/R/C: 30mm, Sub: 40mm. 


Ne let it be said that the Sirus 
headphones don’t look the part, and the 
latest Sirus S headphones from CM Storm are 
no exception. While a lot of headphone makers 
are going for a more open-wired look, such as 
Razer and Plantronics, the Sirus S is all enclosed 
in sleek, matte-grey plastic. 

However, that full enclosure has some 
limitations, and like the Sirus before it, the Sirus 
S is almost uncomfortable heavy on your head. 
Thankfully, it's not quite a bad as the previous 
generation — you can sharply turn your head and 
still find the ‘phones clamped to your skull. A lot 
of other heavy phones are weighty enough to 
actually not move at all, so that you find yourself 
looking rather foolish with one enclosure over 
your face, and the other sitting at the back of 
your noggin. 

However, whether these are slightly lighter or 
not, the main reason they’re so stable is because 
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rare and curious form of torture. 

There’s a host of attractive extra features 
on the board, from Macro recording to the 
admittedly rather neat cross-talk function with 
Roccat's own Kone [+] mouse (which is a really 
neat idea, if either bit of kit were actually any 
good), but if the most basic functions of the Isku 
are at best frustrating, all the features in the world 
cannot save it. There are cheaper and more 
satisfying non-mechanical options out there, and 
frankly, for only a few dollars more you can go 
mechanical yourself - and trust me, once you 
do, there's no going back.) DH 


Overall 


Attractively styled, 
very poorly 


they sit rather oddly. The too-rigid headband 
features some heavy padding, which takes 
most of the weight of the headphones; so the 
ear-pieces, despite being over-ear models with 
comfortable foam padding themselves, don’t 
cover your ear completely. The top edges make 
contact, but the sides and bottom foam edges 
just hang in the air. 

So, they sit poorly, are still heavy enough to 
hurt your neck in an extended gaming session, 
and don’t really deliver on ear-comfort. And 
they’re so rigid that we suspect they might fail 
spectacularly if you sit on them once or twice. 

Sadly, the actual sound delivered by the Sirus 
S is really quite good. The four speakers are well- 
spaced enough to make the 5.1 sound clear, 
if not quite as distinct as other models, but in 
games and both music the sound reproduction 
is really quite good. 

If you have some odd head shape, these 
might be the perfect speaker, but if you're like 
the rest of us (and we did plop these on a range 
of heads in the office), they're just a touch too 
uncomfortable. Given the competition at this 
price-point, we feel you should probably look 
elsewhere. (( 


Overall 
Good sound, 
impressively sore nec! 
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Alienware M14x R2 


Ivy Bridge lands on Dell’s venerable line of gaming laptops. 


Street Price $2,819 (as tested) 
Website www.alienware.com.au 


Specifications Core i7-3820QM, NVIDIA GeForce GT 
650M, 16GB DDR3, 256GB SSD, Killer Wireless-N, 

Blu-Ray drive, Gigabit Ethernet, 3xUSB 3, HDMI, Mini- 
DisplayPort, VGA, card reader. 


Fo the outside there's little to differentiate 
Alienware’s R2 version of its M14x laptop, 
but inside it’s a generational leap from the 
original. Designed around the recently released 
mobile lvy Bridge processors, it’s a desktop 
replacement at heart, eschewing the push 
towards ultra-thin and light laptops that’s 
dominating the mobile computing space at 
the moment. 

Being able to pack enough performance for 
serious gaming into a 14in laptop is a challenge, 
though, something made clear when one looks 
at the specifications for the M14x. It is available 
with a variety of processors, from the reasonable 
to the ludicrous, yet it tops out graphically with a 
GeForce GT 650M. 

Given that NVIDIA has sneakily rebadged 
a bunch of its old Fermi GPUs to bulk out the 
600M lineup, we're at least happy that the 
650M is based upon Kepler, but it’s slightly 
disappointing that you can’t opt for a higher end 
GPU in the M14x — if you want more power you 
need to look at the larger M17x and its RADEON 
HD 7970M. 

In the CPU stakes, however, there are no 
such limitations, with the M1 4X available in 
specifications from a more than competent Core 
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i5-3210M all the way aa 
up to the monster in 

Intel’s mobile line-up, the 

Core i7-38200M. This 

can be paired with up to 

16GB of DDR, and hard 

drive configurations range 
from 1TB mechanical drives to 
256GB SSDs. 

This massive range of 
customisation means that you 
can get an M14X for anything 
from $1,499 up to $3,575. Our 
testing has been done on a 
high end model, which has the 
Core i7-3820QM, 16GB DDR, 
256GB SSD and an Atheros 
Killer Wireless-N adapter, all of 
which cost a premium over the 
standard model. 

This is all packed into the 
familiar, robust Alienware chassis. While the 
actual look has the potential to be somewhat 
polarising, one can’t fault the build quality of 
these laptops. The 14in 1600 x 900 screen 
looks crisp and clear (although sadly covered in 
glare catching glass), the rubberised palmrest is 
comfortable, and the keyboard is actually fairly 
decent for a classic scissor-switch design. As is 
the way with these models, you can customise 
both the keyboard backlighting and the other 
highlights on the laptop via Alienware's software. 

In terms of performance the M1 4x isn’t going 
to run Battlefield 3 at Ultra settings, but we were 


able to achieve playable framerates at high detail. 


It scored P1993 in 83DMark, and running our 
Unigine test at the native 1600 x 900 resolution 
resulted in an average framerate of 15.5 fps. 
Tweaking down the tessellation to normal and 
reducing AA resulted in a much smoother 
average of 26fps. We were able to run Diablo 3 
quite happily with everything except shadows 
maxed out, sitting at 5O0fps most of the time, 
but with playable framerates even when dipping 
during the more chaotic moments of gameplay. 
It does get a little loud when the fans spin up 
to accommodate such moments of frenetic 
clicking, but that’s one of the prices you pay 
for such a powerful laptop. It also 


makes for quite a battery sucking machine, so 
you won't want to be far from a power point 
when using it (thankfully a new generation of 
gaming Ultrabooks is starting to appear, if you 
want to balance mobility with gaming). 

There's a lot to like about the M14x R2, 
however we’d suggest that the system we 
reviewed is overkill. Ultimately the limiting factor 
to performance is the GPU, so you could happily 
get by with any of the Core i7 options on offer - 
the Core i7-8820QM comes with a $499 price 
premium over the Core i7-3610QM, which will be 
more than ample for gaming on the laptop. You 
can probably also save a little when it comes to 
the RAM, and you'll likely want to look into the 
hard drive based configurations rather than the 
SSD. (@) JG 


Performance 


x = 
14in laptops can’t do heal gat 
much more than this. 

Bundle = iS 
Good warranty & roma! Cae? 


incredibly flexibility. 


Value are 
You pay a little more for Se5 
the Alienware brand. RTE: 
hile a | 
‘There is little to fault in =. @ | 
the chassis design. ret 


Overall 
A great gaming laptop if you 
tweak the'specs alittle. 
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BitFenix Prodigy 


This mighty-white case takes the cake in the cool stakes.. 


Street Price $99 Supplier Altech 
Website www.bitfenix.com 


Specifications 250 x 404 x 359mm (W x Hx D);2 
expansion slots; 1 x 5.25in drive bays, 5 x (total) 3.5in 
drive bays, 1x 2.5in drive bays; 2 x 120mm fan (front (one 
included)), 2 x 120mm fan (top optional), 1x 120mm fan 
(rear); 2 x USB3, headphone/audio; up to mini-ITX mobo; 


<Steel and plastic> construction. 
Gallery http://tinyurl.com/86aclgl 


en 


| t's no secret that we love the BitFenix 
Prodigy here in Atomic Towers. We've 
done a first look, gallery and preview of the 
case, and now it’s time for a full-fledged 
review. We first saw the Bitfenix Prodigy 
back in March, when John took a trip over 
the pond to the BitFenix HQ in Taipei. Ever 
since, we've been dreaming up cool mods 
and builds that would be possible with this 


little gem, and for an ITX case it’s surprisingly 


customisable. 

BitFenix hasn’t tried to make the smallest 
case — that much is obvious when you first 
open the box. In fact, due to the way the 
motherboard lays ‘flat’ instead of vertical, 
the case is rather wide when compared to 
other mini ITX cases on the market. This 
depth is a good thing if you're planning on 
running some mods and possibly a water 
loop inside, though if you’re chasing every 
square centimetre of space saving perhaps 
you should look elsewhere. 
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Cleaning radiators has never been easier, as the 
top filter has a quick release clip, detaching and 
reattaching with one quick motion. 


Inside, the top three HDD trays (or more 
accurately the top rack) are completely 
removable. This will free up the rear panel for 
mounting reservoirs or any other modding 
goodness you may desire. The top of the 
remaining HDD tray also leaves you with 
a second ‘flat’ mounting surface for other 
hardware, possibly a water pump? 

Below the motherboard tray is the ATX 
mounting bracket for the PSU. It’s filtered, cut to 
size and completely isolated from the rest of the 
system. This is useful for water cooling, as if by 
some tragic accident you do develop a leak, it 
should be fairly hard for any water to enter your 
PSU, and will hopefully keep your system alive in 


the process (don’t laugh, it happens!). 

If custom cooling isn’t for you, the top of the 
case sports a nice 240mm grille to mount either 
two 120mm fans side-by-side or indeed a nice 
Corsair H100 or similar 240mm closed-loop 
radiator. Cleaning radiators has never been 
easier, as the top filter has a quick release clip, 
detaching and reattaching with one quick motion 
and. Simply pop it off, clean the radiator, fans, 
and the grille, then you’re back to gaming in a 
couple of minutes. If only my water cooled TJ11 
was so easy to maintain! 

There are two primary consumers in the mini- 
ITX market: those who want a small attractive 
case that sits on (or under) their desk without 
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taking up too much space, or making their living 
room look like a server room; and the people 
who want light and easy case to transport to 
and from friends’ places. Both have been well 
catered for here, with the carry handles both 
offering a practical use, and a functional one. The 
case really does look like modern art in a certain 
way, and if you grab the white one it’s bound to 
fit in well with all of the iHipster products floating 
around your house (hey! —-ed). 

Stock airflow is all you need for a case of this 
size, and with three 120mm fans it’s actually 
more than a lot of similarly priced ATX cases 
come with. The biggest problem you'll likely 
encounter is the video card length. With the 
orientation of the motherboard, the PCI lane will 
line up to come into the path of the HDD tray 
pinch clips that keep the HDD tray secure. If 
your video card is any longer than 180mm it flat 
out won't fit; well, unless you remove the two 
offending HDD trays, limiting you to three trays 
as a grand total. 

Some people may care more about this more 
than others, as with three trays you can still have 
an SSD, a quick 1TB HDD for games and a nice 
2-3TB drive for movies and archiving. Of course, 
not everyone likes to choose between a longer 
graphics card (read: more powerful graphics 
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card) and a large HDD capacity, especially when 
this case isn’t actually that small. 

If you go all guns blazing, and rip out both 
HDD racks, then fill up on water gear, fear 
not. BitFenix has included a sneaky little 2.5in 
mounting position on the rear of the ATX PSU 
cage. Simply screw in your drive, plug it in, and 
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you’re ready to roll. Of course this would only be 
ideal if you have either plenty of online or external 
storage, or you’re made of money and can afford 
a 240GB+ SSD. 

The final challenge to overcome with the 
Prodigy is, of course, cable routing and tidying. 
With such a compact bottom half to this case 
there are very few places to cram or neatly hide 
masses of cables. For this reason you will almost 
certainly want a modular PSU, and perhaps 
even re-size and re-sleeve your PSU manually. 

It sounds like a lot of work, but that’s what a 
case like this is all about. What's system building 
without a bit of modding fun? 

If you don’t want to pull out, cut or change 
anything, the case is still a very nice piece of 
kit, however we feel its potential is only truly 
unlocked when you start to make use of the 
extra room given to you. Sure, one could argue 
that the extra breathing space inside the case is 
good for airflow, but we’d argue that any wasted 
space inside a case is just that. Either fill it with 
hard drives as an attractive media centre, or rip 
out a couple of HDD trays and make the ultimate 
water-cooled mini frag box! (&) MW 


Build 


Strong, though some 
space is wasted. 


Value a 
It’s some of the best we — } 

value around. , bi | 
Cooling =p ae 


Good stock cooling 
and room for more, 


Fe 


More space than some ITX 


users need, perfect for modders. 
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In case of eme 


Matt Wilson and’David Hollingworth take a look at 
3 anufacturers, and find the best 


Ure you like running your main systems this price-point; in same, er, cases, you could 
like we do in the labs — open, and probably do a Head2Head from cases of just a 
laying on a Perspex test-bench or an array of single manufacturer, like Antec! 
motherboards box and foam — you need a case. Instead, we’ve gathered a varied bunch 
There are a mess on the market, too, from el- of cases, all desktop towers, from a range of 
cheapo sub-$50 models made mostly of plastic brands that we think represent the best of what’s 
and fail, all the way up to towering aluminium available on the market right now, or at least 
monsters that should technically have their what most of our readers actually buy. We’ve 
own postcode. lined them up, given them a good peering, 
However, we feel the sweet-spot lies well and then sat down to a rigourous bout of 
in-between, but there’s still a lot of choice in the examination. If you’re looking for quality, design, 
modern sub-$200 market. In fact, most case durability, and perhaps a little bit of style, you 


makers have multiple lines of cases even at just have most certainly come to the right place... 
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How we test 


What are the ideal things we look for in any PC case? 


Bhs are some PC components that go 
through a very regular upgrade cycle. 
Things like video cards and RAM probably 
top the list, especially in the current climate of 
new video card models on an almost yearly 
basis. You will probably still use those older 
cards, either in secondary systems or passed 
down to friends and family, but they won't 
be your front-line gear, and longevity of that 
particular part might not be at the forefront of 
your mind. 

On the other hand, there are components 
that, once you settle on them, there’s 
often little reason to upgrade until they 
break. Monitors come to mind, and input 
peripherals, maybe even motherboards, so 
long as you're not moving from one chipset 
to another. But the component that you can 
expect to last longer than almost anything 
else in your rig, is the case itself. 

Assuming, of course, you make a 
good decision when it comes to durability, 
design, and keep in mind future hardware 
expansions and upgrades. 


Toughness 
and reliability 


When we're looking for a new case, we look 
or something well-built; a case that’s tough, 
and can handle multiple build sessions and 
upgrades, the occasional trip ina car toa 
riend’s LAN party... even being able to move 
house and feel the case is going to hold up 
O it. It's best to avoid cases that have an 
excess of plastic parts or panels; these can 
easily wear down or pop off over time, and 
he kind of stand-off pegs that secure them 
are notorious points of failure. Even without a 
fill inside some cases, quite a few show up in 


am 


our labs with damaged plastic parts. 

Something that is well built, with good fitting 
panels and parts is not only tougher, but loose 
parts can end up adding up to strange buzzing 
sounds and other annoying noises. Sure, you 
might always game with a solid set of cans 
clamped over your ears, but if you live with 
others, they'll applaud a relatively quiet PC build. 

If you're a frequent upgrader — and come 
on, aren't we all, you'll want to pay particular 
attention to how the sidepanels are secured and 
mounted, and the reliability of whatever method 
your case uses to secure drives and expansions. 
There are a lot of tool-less options in cases these 
days, but in our opinion, it’s still hard to go past 
an old fashioned screw to keep drives in place, 
or stop huge video cards from putting awkward 
amounts of stress onto PCle slots, and the PCB 
they’re mounted in. If you do move your PC 
around a bit, then this is doubly important. 

Finally, you also want room for all your current 
gear, plus future upgrades. With modern mega- 
video-cards getting longer, and taking up more 
and more expansion slots, even if you run a 
single-card set-up you still need to think of good 
airflow. Plus more room equals more options for 
neat cable arrangements, another essential. 

We've chosen a sub-$200 price-point, so 
none of these will break the bank, but we're still 
also going to look for something that brings as 
many features to the table for the least cost, 
while still delivering a minimum of quality. 


Eye of the beholder 


Modern cases have come a long way from 

the boring old beige cases that first inspired 
passionate case modders to take design matters 
into their own hands. There are plain designs, 
coloured designs, windowed cases, cases with 
lights, cases that look like military hardware, and 


cases that feature your favourite video card 
brands. So, judging a case on the merits of 
its looks is not only tough, but somewhat 
of a tricky proposition; what we might think 
is the hottest case in town, could rightly be 
thought of as plug-ugly to another Atomican. 
Nonetheless, there’s a certain baseline 
of cool we're going to be looking for. Clean 
lines, elegant finishes, and unique features 
count for a lot when you’re looking for a 
case that’s functional, but also stands out 
from the crowd. 
Lastly, it’s also worth keeping in mind that, 
out of the box, you might just be looking 
for a blank slate for your own mod designs. 
We'll try and keep that in mind, too. And 
now, without further waffle... let’s look at 
some cases... 


43 RISERS SSPE TENE ES 


HEAD2HEAD WELT MWVNesi= 


eee 


Specifications table 


a AntecP280 AntecThreeHundred _BitfenixShinobiXL  CoolermasterCMG690I1 Coolermaster HAFXM Corsair Graphite 6OOT 
v2 


Website www.antec.com www.antec.com www.bitfenix.com | www.coolermaster. | www.coolermaster. | www.corsair.com 
com.au com.au 

Price (via StaticlCE) $135 $77 $160 $120 $160 $190 

Dimensions (HxWxDmm) 526 x 231 x 562 565 x 290 x 525 570 x 245 x 557 496 x 214.5x 529 | 530.5 x 252x579 | 507 x 265 x 592 

Weight (kg) 10.2 6.9 22? 9.2 10.5 209 

Expansion slots 9 8 9 8 9 8 

Drive bays (5.25in/3.5in) 3+8 3+8 5+7 4+6 3+8 4+6 

Fans 3 2 3 3 3 3 

USB ports 4 2 4 2 4 5 

Mobo size up to XL-ATX up to ATX up to XL-ATX up to ATX up to E-ATX up to ATX 

Max video card size 330mm 318mm 487mm 304mm 463mm 29? 

Extras audio, fan hub audio, audio, eSATA audio, LED switch | audio, IEEE1394, 
SuperCharge sidewindow 


Corsair Vengeance C70 Fractal Design Define XL Silverstone Raven Thermaltake Armour Revo Thermaltake Level 10 GTS 


www.thermaltake. www.thermaltake. 


com.au com.au 
Price (via StaticlCE) $175 $195 $160 $190 $120 
Dimensions (HxWxDmm) 501 x 232 x 533 560 x 232 x 561 522 x 235 x 570 586 x 254 x 552 462 x 233 x 510 
Weight (kg) 22? 17.9 11.4 115 6.8 

Expansion slots 8 8 8 8 7 

Drive bays (5.25in/3.5in) 3+6 5+10 7+4 4+6 44+5 

Fans 3 3 3 4 2 

USB ports 2 4 2 4 4 

Mobosize up to ATX up to E-ATX up to E-ATX up to ATX up to ATX 


www.corsair.com www.silverstonetek.com 


Website www.fractal-design.com 


Max video card size 222 480mm 345mm 330mm 315mm 


audio, eSATA, HDD 
dock 


Extras audio, carry handles audio, noise absorbing 
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Street Price $145 
Website wwwaantec.com 


The P280 was the contender for our favourite 
case of the bunch. It’s sleek, stylish and most 
importantly affordable. Built using a mix of 
steel and aluminium, Antec’s able to keep the 
costs down along with the weight. 

The fact you are able to fit an enormous 
XL-ATX board inside was nearly enough for 
us to crown this case the winner of this head 
to head, but we felt the airflow weaknesses 
in the Corsair C70 weren't as severe as in the 
P280. It’s all well and good to fit three-way 
SLI or CrossFire into this case, but keeping it 
all cool would certainly be a challenge. 

Another cool feature of this case is 
the extra-large CPU mounting hole in the 
mounting plate. This means it will be easy 
to access and remove the CPU cooler back 
plate (if your cooler uses one), meaning you 
no longer have to pull your motherboard out 
in order to change CPUs or coolers around. 
It’s not a feature everyone needs, as most 
people simply mount their cooler onto the 
motherboard before installing it into the case, 
but for people chasing easier rear access to 
their motherboard, this is one of the better 
cases for the task. 

The front swinging door is a nice touch, 
and first became popular on the Antec 
P180 all those years ago. The P280 door 
is made from anodized aluminium and 
feels quite sturdy, and shuts firmly with the 
aid of magnets. Doors used to be more 
of an annoyance than anything, but we’ve 
found that with optical drives being nearly 
completely redundant, you don’t need to 
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open the door more than a handful of times in 
a single year. 

There's a decent amount of room inside the 
case for long cards. We measured 32.5cm as 
the maximum possible card length, though 
if you equipped fans on the HDD brackets 
(there are two spare mounting points here) you 
would likely only have around 29cm to work 
with, depending on the thickness of your case 
fans. This should still be ample room, as your 


average 7970 measures in at around 
29.5CM. If you have a dual-GPU card handy, 
and you planned on using this case, we'd 
suggest getting the ruler out. 

As for cable routing, Antec has provided 
enthusiasts with four rubber grommet holes, 
and four bare cut-outs. This should allow 
builders to route cables any which way, 
meaning tidier builds and less use of extension 
cables or adapters in order to reach routing 
holes. The back mounting plate also has a 
healthy ‘rise’, meaning cables hidden behind 
the motherboard tray won't bulge out the side 
panel of the case — huzzah! 

Allin all this case is a very tidy build; Antec 
has put in a lot of effort and really come out on 
top. The P280 is roomy, thoughtfully planned 
and best of all its affordable, we really couldn’t 
ask for more. Unless of course we were asking 
for more cooling options; that’s about all it’s 
missing. MW 


Overall 
A solid contender; 
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2 www.antec.com 


Antec’s had a huge range of cases over 
the years, and for years it’s been one of the 
go-to brands for gamers and enthusiasts. 
We personally make use of a number of 
Antec cases in our own, home builds, from 
the LANboy Air the excellent Sonata series. 
However, one of the most popular Antec 
families is the Gaming series, and the Three 
Hundred Two is the bottom tier of that range. 
But just because it’s plain by comparison, 
and only $77, doesn't mean you're missing 
out on the important stuff. 

The Two's blurb calls it aggressively-styled, 
but in reality, it's actually one of the plainer 
cases on test, which is not necessarily a bad 
thing. And, sure, you are getting a plain metal 
interior, so even that’s a pretty uninspiring. But 
it's pretty clean and roomy in there. The optical 
drive bays feature decent tool-less mounting 
mechanisms and the HDD slots use tool-less 
brackets that slot onto your drives. Without 
built in brackets, you actually end up with 
pretty good airflow through the interior. 

Sure, it’s only got two small 120mm fans at 
stock, but with modern parts running cooler 
and cooler, it's not a huge concern unless you 
insist on pushing your hardware for serious 
overclocks — if you do, this is probably not 
the best choice. But there filters on the front 
fan and on the PSU intake, a generous CPU 
mounting hole to make heatsink installation 
easier, and fan mounts on both sides of the 
case to directly cool video cards or the CPU. 
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Antec Three Hundred V2 


It’s the cheapest case on test, so how does it stack up against 
cases that cost over a hundred dollars more? 
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And it's not even the smallest case on test in 
terms of max video card length, with 318mm of 
clearance. You’re not going to get the biggest 
cards in here, but that’s not really our point. 

Impressively, the Two is on par with many 
more expensive cases. You've got two USB 3 
ports, for instance, so you’re set for modern 
connectivity, even if you don’t have the range 
of ports other cases have on offer. There’s no 
window or over-large mesh-pane! to show 


te 
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off your internals, so the plain interior really 
doesn’t matter; given some cases on test have 
black interiors, but no ability to see them, you 
might wonder “Do | really need to pay for an 
anodised finish?” And that would be a question 
only you can answer. 

Even in terms of storage space, it’s 
competitive, with room for up to eight HDDs 
and three optical drives. I’d suggest that a lot 
of you don’t need even that much. It’s always 
great to have the room, though. 

In fact, looking closely at the Three Hundred 
Two, it starts to become quite attractive, if all 
you want is a simple case, for a simple build. 
And you could, with some effort to make sure 
cooling isn’t compromised, put quite a beefy 
system in here. At the end of the day, it really 
iS an option. You do get a better looking case 
for the extra money, it must be said, and you 
do get a sprinkling of shiny bells and sweet 
whistles. But if money's tight, you shouldn't be 
afraid of looking at a sub-$100 case. DH 


FT 


Overall 
Surprisingly well-featured, 
despite being;much cheap 
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‘Bitfenix Shinobi 


The Shinobi gets super-sized, and some 


very stylish features. 


Street Price $169 
Website www.bitfenix.com 


BitFenix seem to be doing things either 

really big or really small this month (see 
BitFenix Prodigy review on page 44), and we 
couldn’t be happier either way. The Shinobi 

is one of the best value-for-money gaming 
cases on the market, and finally, after years 
of dominance, the encumbents are feeling 
some competition in the Australian enthusiast 
market. 

As the name suggests this case is an 
‘extra-large’ version of the Shinobi from 
BitFenix. It features solid steel construction 
with the typical rubberised plastic finish on 
the top and front of the case, offering both 
a pleasant visual effect and protection from 
scuffs and marks. 

The case is stylish, sleek and somehow 
remains elegant despite its larger-than-average 
size. As with the Shinobi, the side window 
is anice addition, though it has been added 
tastefully, without showing off too much of the 
case internals, and features a nice dark tint 
help to maintain a professional appearance. 

Inside are seven rubberised cable routing 
holes and a further unprotected hole directly 
above the PSU seating. The sharp eyed will 
also notice two small stand-off feet cut into the 
motherboard tray where the PSU sits, letting 
you tuck any extra cables behind the unit. 

The amount of space is obviously 
impressive in a case of this size, but that also 
comes at a cost. Cable routing becomes 
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difficult as often PSU cable lengths are too short 
to make the journey from the bottom of your 
case all the way up to the CPU power socket in 
the top left or right corner of the motherboard. 
To fix this you either need a modular PSU with 
long interchangeable cables, or use extension 
cables to bridge the distance. Unfortunately 

not much can be done about this, and buyers 
should check their PSU cable length before 
picking up large cases such as this one. 


The fans included are big, powerful and 
very quiet, but if you're into custom water 
cooling, you will be pleased to discover that 
this case can be fully fitted with more than a 
few radiators internally. On top there is more 
than enough room for a thick 360mm radiator, 
with more than 7cm of clearance before hitting 
the motherboard; the front can be equipped 
with a second 360mm radiator, though in this 
case a thin radiator would be desired, and tube 
routing paths will take some ingenuity. On the 
bottom an additional 120mm radiator can be 
used, though we'd likely reserve this space for 
the pump. 

One feature BitFenix has included here that 
we would like to see included on all PC cases 
in the future is the USB Supercharger. A regular 
USB 2 port offers around 0.5A, and charges 
fairly slowly when compared to a wall outlet. 
The BitFenix Supercharger offers a meaty 2.54 
Circuit right to your front panel, where you can 
now charge phones, tablets and MPS players 
up to five times faster than USB2 — very handy 
indeed. MW 


Overall 
In this case, bigger is better. 
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‘Cooler Master CM690 
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This green-team-themed case is an interesting example 


of a case-maker thinking outside the box. 


ice $120 


www.coolermaster.com 


We often talk about cases with an extreme 
aesthetic being hard to judge, and this 
iteration of the stalwart CM 690 Il is a perfect 
case in point. Often, we're referring to design 
choices, like aggressive colours or design 
elements that you tend to see on lower-end 
gaming cases (or, say, the Thermaltake’s 
Armour case, ahem), but in this instance, 

it's a licensing choice that is going to either 
make or break what most people think of the 
NVIDIA edition of this case. 

Oddly, | just can’t see an AMD fan going 
green... But it’s nice to see choice if you do 
want to wear your GPU loyalty on your sleeve. 
If you simply go with what card's fastest, it’s 
not for you, but if you think NVIDIA craps gold, 
there are few better choices out there. 

The green highlights are the obvious point 
of separation for NVIDIA Edition, but the 
company’s logo is cut into the main sidepanel, 
and filled in with green-tinted clear plastic. 
The front 140mm intake fan features an LED, 
and, yeah... it’s green too. 

Otherwise, this is pretty much the classic 
CM 690 II that’s been impressing system 
builders since it was released back in 2010. 
It might be showing its age a little, especially 
in terms of completely lacking any USB3 
connectivity, but it’s still a fine case, and one 
of the cheapest on test. 

It'll fit most video cards, though dual-GPU 
monsters should probably be avoided. There 
are six elegant HDD caddies that lock firmly 
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into place, and even a dedicated SSD slot that’s 
similarly tool-less. The optical drives feature 
another tool-less clip mechanic, but thankfully 
this is built with removal in mind, if you’re old 
fashioned and prefer good old screws to make 
sure nothing moves about. 

There’s an array of cutouts to the left and 
below the mobo plate for cable-management, 
and while they lack rubber grommets, the edges 


all feature rolled metal to cut down on cable wear 


and nasty cuts while getting everything just right. 


II NVIDIA Edition 


Cooling is adequate, with a single intake at the 
front, and two exhausts on the top and rear. 
There's even an option for a 240mm radiator for 
liquid cooling types, which can fit on the case’s 
bottom panel, and room for a total nine fan if 
you just love pushing air. 

There's an adequate cutout behind the CPU, 
and mesh on the right-hand panel to add some 
extra ventilation. While the drives are all secured 
with tool-less clips and caddies, expansion 
cards are all secured by simple screws. 

It’s all pretty basic, but well-made stuff, 
though the single external SATA X-dock is pretty 
neat. Protected by a rather poorly secured 
plastic lid, this slot lets you dock a spare drive for 
backups or just swapping prOn. You could even 
keep bits and pieces like screws and other cruft, 
but the lid isn’t very secure. 

The CM 690 Il remains a great option, 
especially for the price, but we feel for a few 
dollars more you can more interesting cases, 
with more expansive features. But if you’re 
watching your wallet, this might fit the bill. DH 


Overall 


Well made and priced, but possibly. 
showing its age/a touch: | 
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“Cooler Master HAF 


It’s a solid, but bulky option, 
if you like the styling. 


Street Price $159 
Website www.coolermaster.com 


It's not an easy task to create a small case, 
and as many of the manufacturers would 
have discovered, you can’t create space out 
of nothing... well space is nothing, but you 
hopefully get the point we're trying to make. 

Cooler Master has gone for quite a 
lengthy design here, allowing cards as long 
as 35.4cm to be installed without a problem. 
This ensures even the longest graphics cards 
will fit in with relative ease, even dual-GPU 
behemoths. It does kind of take way from the 
point of having a mid-tower though, unless 
your only desire was for your HAF XM to fit 
under a short desk. 

Taking a look a little to the right of the 
expansion slots, all six of the hard drive bays 
can be used for either 3.5in HDDs or 2.5in 
SSDs, due to built-in adapters. Above these 
drive bays are an additional two X-Dock (hot 
swappable) slots, which only support 3.5in 
drives however. If you still need more 2.5in 
storage, you can find a final 2.5in bracket on 
the rear of the motherboard tray; an obscure 
spot, but anything to utilise all available space 
in a mid-tower is a good thing. 

Cooler Master has built a rubber trench 
on the top of the case for resting your 
phone, keys or other personal items; but we 
can’t help but think this is a slightly wasted 
opportunity. Why not have an integrated 
iPhone/pod dock as a part of the design, with 
the ability to swap it out if you use a popular 
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android version? Roccat is looking into this with 
its keyboards (see page 34), so it only makes 


sense for other manufacturers like Cooler Master 


to start something similar with desktop cases. 
Back to reality for a moment and we find 

cable routing is quite neatly dealt with in the 

HAF XM, as Cooler Master has included a PSU 


shroud. This is a nice little cover that will go 
over any excess cable bundles, hiding them 
from view, as well as covering the cables in 
use passing through the routing holes. It’s a 
simple concept, but it should come in handy 
for people who want to make their case look 
tidy with minimal effort. Of course if you don’t 
like this feature, it’s not hard to remove. 

Allin all the Cooler Master HAF XM has 
some very nice features though we do find 
ourselves asking if the build materials are 
as nice as some of the other cases tested. 
Cooler Master has been a little heavy handed 
with the rubbers and plastics, which some 
people may find as a negative, though we’re 
not going to tell you what looks good and 


# ~what doesn’t, that’s up to you to decide for 
yourself. MW 


———$——= + Asolid choice, though still a 
«rather largecase. 
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There are PC case designs that can be 
considered not classic, but broadly appealing. 
Antec’s P280 comes to mind as a classically 
built case. On the other hand, some case 
makers endeavour to think outside of the box, 
with a design that is as unique as it is stylish. 
It's easy to go overboard (we're looking at 
you, Thermaltake!), but sometimes you get 
something pretty elegant as a result. 

That pretty much sums up any of Corsair’s 
Graphite cases, but the special edition 600T 
goes a step further. Built in stark black and 
white, it is striking, and perfect for someone 
looking for something out of the ordinary. 

It was possibly a touch too expensive 
when it first came out, but it’s dropped below 
$200 now, and the feature set it comes with 
certainly makes it a good buy. 

There's a mess of really solid cooling in the 
600T, including a 200m intake fan on the front 
panel, and a second 200mm exhaust fan on 
the top panel, with a final 120mm fan jetting 
air from the case’s rear plate. Large fans like 
this can push more air at less RPM, so it’s a 
good low-noise option, as well. There’s a lot 
of rubber-grommeted cable runs all through 
the interior, too, so that’s another plus on the 
side of good airflow. They also make it easier 
to create a clean, uncluttered build. 

Given this version of the 600T features a 
side-panel window, you'll definitely want to 
take advantage. The side-panel itself features 
a fantastic pair of latches which do way 
entirely with thumb-screws, and look pretty 
sweet to boot. This means a couple of things: 
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rsair Graphite 6OOT NVIDIA Edition 


This special edition case is striking, like a suit of Stormtrooper armour for your PC. 


Street Price $190 
Website www.corsair.com 


firstly, it's great for frequent upgraders, and 
secondly, that if you have your PC scooted back 
into a corner, you don’t have to pull it all the way 
out to get at thumbscrews. 
In fact, it's more like removing the panel on a 
piece of starship equipment — it just feels cool. 
There’s some good build options inside, even 
if the HDD caddies feel more than a little flimsy. 
These caddies live in two cage assemblies, and 
you can remove the top one to make sure you've 
got room for super-long video cards, or just to 
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make internal airflow even better. There’s the 
option to remove the top fan and install a 
240mm radiator for water-cooling your rig. 

The 600T is also SSD friendly straight out 
of the box — each drive caddie can handle an 
SSD natively. 

We were also taken with the enormous 
CPU cutout on the motherboard plate. This 
gives enough rear access for both Socket 
1155 and Socket 2011 systems, which is rare. 

Of course, the big pull of this case is.that 
great design. It may not be for everyone, and 
it does pick up grime and finger prints like 
it's some kind of muck magnet. But with a 
good, unified choice of hardware colours (red, 
as Corsair itself suggests, looks pretty damn 
striking), you'll end up with possibly the best 
looking case you can get on the market today. 

And hey, a couple of Imperial logo 
stencils or stickers, from Star Wars, applied 
to the white panels, you can show your 
Stormtrooper allegiance. DH 


Overall 
A striking design, but not the best 
HDD security. Y 
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of quiet computing. 


et Price $195 


www. fractal-design.com 


The year old Define is just about the heaviest 
case we've ever had to lug around the labs, 
so if you're at all interested in being able to 
move about your rig around, then this is not 
the case for you. However, if you want a sleek, 
roomy and above all quiet build option, there 
are few better choices. 

Externally, the Define XL is boxy, but still 
pleasing, thanks to a door panel that keeps 
the important bits of the machine hidden 
away behind glossy black plastic. There are 
the usual IO options and power buttons 
above this, though the lack of USB3 is 
noticed. 

There’s a vacant grill on the side-panel 
where you can mount an extra fan (more on 
this later), and the other panels are pretty 
much business as usual. With the door open, 
though, there’s a mess of coolness. The ODD 
bays feature handy clip-out brackets, and 
there's a two-bay tall filter pane! that can be 
easily popped out if you want to install more 
than one 5.25in device. There’s a second, 
smaller door below the ODD bays, and 
opening this reveals another filter, this time 
protecting one 140mm fan, and a mount for a 
second. It’s a very tidy arrangement, and the 
main door also features light foam for extra 
sound-proofing. And that's just the start of the 
noise-fighting additions Fractal Design has 
added to the Define XL. 

Removing the sidepanel shows off the rest. 
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‘Fractal Design Define XL _— 


One of the best options for fans 
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In fact, you really start to see why the case is 

so heavy — even this one panel seems to weigh 
a tonne. The reason is the insulation Fractal 
Design uses; a bitumen-based material that 
absorbs and dampens any noise your PC may 
make. It works a treat, and the pay-off in weight 
is totally worth it if you're a fan of ultra-quiet 
computing. There’s even a removable cut-out of 


this bitumen stuff if you want to mount a side- 
panel fan. Your machine will make more noise, 
but run cooler — your call. 

The rest of the interior is divided into three 
distinct ‘thermal zones’. You’ve got your 
main bay, with mobo plate and two fans 
exhausting hot air up and out, your ODD 
bays, and then at the bottom of the case 
a huge amount of HDD bays, featuring 
tool-less caddies and rubber grommets for 
quietness, and a neat PSU mount with 
heavy rubber feet to isolate vibration and 
boost airflow. 

It's not a cheap case, but given the cooling 
options and incredibly efficient noise control, 
it’s just about the last word if you want a 
powerful but quiet rig. The impressive HDD 
count is also great if you want to make some 
kind of storage hungry mastering box. It is 
just about the most expensive case on test, 
but if noise is what you hate, it’s entirely worth 
the money. DH 


Overall 
Very heavy, but very quiet. 


Street Price $195 
Website www.silverstonetek.com 


The RVO2 seems a lot longer than a lot of 
cases, and it’s about six inches lower in 
height, too - as such, the dimensions do 
seem a little odd. There’s a very good reason 
for the odd shape — the motherboard plate is 
on its side, with the IO ports all pointing up! 
The case’s stealth-inspired lines give the 
02 a low and sleek look, and the power and 
reset buttons are highlighted by a nice LED 
strip that almost makes the case look as 


though it has some Cylon blood in its heritage. 


In a good way. 

Internally, pretty much everything looks 
like it was designed in Bizarro World, but in a 
good way! The motherboard sits on the left- 
hand panel of the case, the reverse of pretty 
much every other case design, thanks to 
the differently aligned mobo design. A plastic 
shroud hides unsightly cables from things like 
video and sound cards, as well as the power 
cable - the PSU orients upward as well. The 
cables are channelled to the upper rear of 
the case by a cable-guide-cum-carry hancle - 
very practical! 

The great thing about this design is that 
since hot air naturally rises, the single exhaust 
fan is more than adequate to keep the case 
ventilated - especially when you consider 
the three 180mm fans pulling in air from the 
case’s underside. This does leave your drives 
alittle un-loved, and makes hte case a touch 
prone to picking up floor dust, but the open 
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‘Silverstone Raven RVO2 


This great case has crept below $200, 
making it a better optioon than ever. 
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interior should still provide enough airflow for all 
but the most intensive of RAID arrays. 

Another good side effect of venting hot air 
upward is the fact that you can place this case 
hard up against a wall without hindering airflow. 
If your computing/gaming space is pushed for 
room, this could be a Godsend. 

Build-wise, the Raven’s a mix of matte black 
plastic and steel - it’s not the lightest case, but 
it’s well built. The drive bays are secured by a 
push-button tool-less clasp, and there’s even 
an SSD bay - very forward thinking! Thankfully, 
Silverstone seems to have been paying attention 
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to our general dislike of tool-less solutions 

for expansion cards, and has instead stuck 
with good old reliable screws. Bless. There 
are two watercooling grommets on the case's 
underside, and there are filters on the lower 
fans that can be removed for cleaning. 

About the only serious limitation of the 
RV02 is in terms of the larger graphics 
cards - the interior space allows for cards 
of up to 12.2in - that’s pushing some of the 
larger cards we’ve seen come through the 
labs recently - with the removal of fan guards 
at the bottom of the case. If you’ve got a 
monster, custom-cooled video card, this 
case will probably not fit it. 

For everyone else, though, this is a great - 
and well-priced - case, heaped with features 
and dripping with class. Just make sure you 
do a good build, so that you can show off 
with the windowed panel! DH 


$=) Overall 


Still an excellent case 
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‘Thermaltake Armour Revo ' 


Heavy metal fans only, thanks. 


Street Price $189 
Website www.thermaltake.com 


We aren't sure if you are familiar with the 
Chaser MK-! from Thermaltake, but to be 
blunt, this case is the exact same chassis, 
with the only exception being the removal 
of all plastic from the top and front of the 
case, and the addition of two ‘armor’ plates 
to the front, and a new slab of plastic like a 
Neanderthal’s forehead sitting abreast. 

Steel — costing more than plastic — 
manages to push this case's cost up from 
the $159 mark of the Chaser all the way to 
$189, simply for a couple of gullwing doors 
on yo’ pimped out case. Is it worth it? We'll 
let you decide if the Armor look is something 
you want, but if we were buying a case we'd 
simply stick with the cheaper Chaser MK-I as 
it literally has all of the same features. 

The case isn’t anything overly exciting, but it 
isn’t completely rubbish either. There’s plenty 
of room for hard drive storage, video cards and 
most importantly cable routing. Thermaltake 
has also included extra rubber grommets for 
when an M-ATX board is in use, something 
many other manufacturers could learn from. 

A HDD docking station is included on top 
of the case, making transfer of files fast and 
easy, too, and from backup disks without the 
need for USB cables and extra desk clutter. 
Simply run your backup process and store 
drives in your draw or cupboard; simple. 

For graphics card length, we'd suggest 
keeping it under 31cm, which shouldn't be 
too hard to manage. Given there are eight 
expansion slots, the case can in theory 
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support three and even four way graphics pairing, 
assuming of course the motherboard has enough 
PCI lanes and they all line up with the case's 
expansion slots (often motherboards have two to 
three PCle x1 slots at the top near heatsinks). 
Cooling is the strongest point of this case, 
with nice big 200mm fans offering high CFM 
cooling for all internal components, with the 


} 
i 


ability to add both a 240mm radiator on top 
for water cooling, or additional fans if your 
budget is a little less. 

HDD bays are well-organised, with slide 
out trays for each individual drive. The top 
bay also comes with a 2.5in mounting for 
SSDs, though the rest only support 3.5in as 
standard, so conversion brackets or trays will 
need to be used. 

Given the front ‘armor’ is made from steel, 
it does make this case a little heavier than 
its counterparts (roughly 1.3kg heavier on 
average), so this is something to consider if 
it will be moved around. You’d be surprised 
how much weight you can shave off from 
purchasing a light case, compact CPU cooler 
and non-reference video cards. Your LAN 
PC could weigh around 4KG less than your 
mate's in the end, saving both you and your 
back from future pans. MW 
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Thermaltake Level 10 GTS 


There’s a hint of level 10 style, but not much else to 


recommend this case. 


ce $120 


> www. thermaltake.com.au 


Thermaltake’s been working with the very 
interesting BMW-inspired design of its initial 
Level 10 offering, making variants that are 
more and more mainstream with each 
iteration. The ultimate expression of this is the 
Level 10 GTS, a budget version of the more 
expensive offerings; it has the looks, but does 
it have the style, or even any of the cooling 
advantages. 

Short story: no. 

The longer story is that beyond some really 
quite unattractive drive bays, it’s not really 
anything like the original Level 10, which 
was a beast with an amazing cooling trick — 
separate bays/slots for every component, to 
keep them thermally isolated from each other. 

With the side panel removed, there’s 
really not much to the GTS. The externally 
accessible, and hot-swappable, drive bays 
are a lovely touch, we admit; and at the GTS’ 
low price point, it’s an impressive feature. But 
hot-swap HDDs isn’t enough to offset just 
how ugly the case looks. 

The cramped interior is not going to be 
friendly to frequent upgraders, and there’s not 
much room for long video cards. Thankfully, 
there’s good cable management options in 
place, with grommetted cable runs and lots 
of room behind the mobo plate. You'll really 
want to focus on getting cables out of the 
way, too; with only two fans at stock (though 
the front fan is at least a tasty 200mm jobbie), 
you don’t want to be messing with airflow. 


{Thermaltake 
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Thankfully there’s a lot of options for getting more 


fans into the GTS, including a 200mm mount on 
the side-panel. 

The security of all your hardware’s curiously 
handled. There's a keylock to lock the external 
drive bay, thankfully, but the screws that secure 
your expansion cards are also mounted 
externally. There's a plate that can be placed 


over these, to stop folks messing about 

with your rig, but even this is only screwed 
on, and, again, that screw is external. The 
caddies that your hard drives mount onto are 
pretty solid, but the same can’t said of the 
tool-less clip system for your optical drives. 
Not only does this feel a little weak, but a 
couple of the ones in our sample case simply 
didn’t work at all. 

Generally, every corner cut to get the 
Level 10 aesthetic into a case at this price 
point seems to add up to case that just 
doesn’t feel right. There are good features 
(ike devices to secure mouse and keyboard 
cables, and a neat headphone rest), but then 
you've got the drive bays, which just feel a bit 
too plastic. 

And it really is an unattractive case. It might 
float your boat, but you need to make a 
decision as to whether this is really a case 
you want to look at all day? DH 


Overall 
Great features, less than 
stellar design. 
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drice $175 


Website www.corsair.com 


Designing a mid-tower that can do it all isn’t 


to challenge itself with. The Vengeance C70 


a perfect match for someone wanting a LAN 
box, or even just a smaller home PC. 

The case has a heavy military theme, with 
ammo box style handles, authentic looking 
latches and even the front power and reset 
buttons have a military look to them. Add 
the Military Green paint job and you have 


seriously cool artefact! 

We know that themed cases are usually 
trying to make a quick sale on a gimmick, 
but the C70 is truly an intelligent mid- 
tower design, with forethought and an 


| 
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CORSAIR 
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Corsair VengeanceC70 


Corsair expands its Vengeance gaming line with a 
case that screams out for some modding... 


an easy task, but it’s one that Corsair decided 


is a brand new case from Corsair, built entirely 
from steel and measuring in at SOCM high; it’s 


yourself a pre-built theme case. Add in some 
after-market weathering and you could have a 


eos 
SS 


SS 


understanding of what the gamer and enthusiast 
needs. If the Military Green look isn’t for you, 
Corsair also has Arctic White and Gunmetal 
Black options available. 

The one potential problem we could see with 
airflow in this case, however, is that there’s no 


direct intake from the front or bottom of the case. 


By design, the case comes out of the box with 
only three fans installed, two behind the HDD 
bay (intake) and one on the rear of the case 
(exhaust). There are direct intake fans however, 
as the HDD bay fans are a good 10CM towards 
the centre of the case. 

For people wanting to experiment with water 
cooling, airflow will need to be drawn from the 
top and rear of the case (assuming you’re using 
a top-mounted radiator), and expelled out the 
front via the two 120mm fans attached to the 


HDD bay. For anyone paranoid the cooling 
won't be enough, Corsair has also included 
the option for two 120mm fans to be mounted 
on the side panel, directly cooling video cards 
and mainboard components. Collectively, there 
are seven fan mounting points available, so 
cooling shouldn't really be an issue; it’s just the 
way Corsair set the case up out of the box that 
isn’t ideal for everyone, and setting the fans up 
correctly will need to be something you think 
about before knocking your build together 
Working inside the case is a relative breeze, 
with the side panels coming off with a simple 
flick of the top case latches — no more lost 
screws. Once inside, mounting the motherboard 
should be a simple task, with plenty of room 
given both above and to the right of the board, 
leaving copious room for large radiators or dual- 
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GPU video cards. 

Hard Drives and Optical Drives are both 
tool-less with simple retention clips keeping them 
in place, making the swapping out of either an 
easy process. The inclusion of six HDD bays is 
welcomed, as all too often we see manufacturers 
try to get away with including only three bays. 
These days it is all too common for users to have 
an SSD and two or more hard drives, leaving 
very little room to expand. Thankfully Corsair had 
some of that forethought we were talking about 
earlier, and you should struggle to require more 
than the included six bays. If you don’t require the 
extra space, the bottom three mounts are actually 
removable, giving more space for custom water 
cooling — perhaps a pump? 

USBS3 is a technology nearly every 
motherboard has now adopted, and for that 
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reason Corsair has outfitted the C70 with 
an internal USB 3 header connection. 
We know this is hardly a feature worth 
thousands of dollars, but it is an 
important one as there are still a ton of 
cases out there without USB3 options, or 

only external ‘pass-through’ cables. 

As mentioned there’s plenty of room available 
for long graphics cards, and the case also 
comes with eight expansion slots. This means 
in theory the case can support 4-way CF/ 

SLI, however as you can probably guess, that 
isn’t really something most mid-tower builders 
are looking for. The beauty of eight expansion 
ports however is that it does allow you to add 
extra USB, WiFi, Audio, TV Capture and more, 
without having to sacrifice gaming and graphics 
performance. 


Keeping the case clean should be fairly 
easy, with dust filters sliding in and out without 
too much messing about. Filters are included 
on the front and bottom vents of the case, 
with the rear and top not including a filter. We 
understand the rear not including a filter as this 
allows dust to be expelled from inside the case 
should any find its way inside, but a filter on 
top would have been a nice inclusion. 

Cable routing holes are something we've 
come to take for granted these days, but it’s 
still an inclusion that sets good mid-towers 
apart from the rest. Corsair has included five 
holes in total, three with protective rubber 
grommets, and the other two being smaller 
holes for front panel and USB cables, and of 
course the top CPU power cable. 

Overall we feel this case is a very nice 
option for those wanting something 
reasonably sized. The main weakness is 
definitely the stock cooling setup. But this can 
be easily remedied, and some quick work 
with a screwdriver and fan clips will see the 
case set up in a more sensible way for your 
particular hardware choices. There’s also 
plenty of room left in the cooling setup to add 
closed loop water coolers, or even a custom 
water cooling design. 

Apart from the cooling there's no glaring 
fault; of course some will say it’s too 
expensive, but a such a solid steel design 
isn’t cheap to manufacture, and there are 
plenty of thin and flimsy Aluminium cases out 
there that cost more. MW 


Overall 


One of the best mid towers around. 
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hese are four of our basic systems, with 

something for every taste. The Game Box is 
put together with money-saving in mind, but also 
an eye to getting as much bang for buck. Our 
build may be a little more expensive than what 
you could technically get away with, but for that 
extra few hundred you’re also getting cutting edge 
performance and one of the most overclockable 
chips you can get today. 


The process of putting a PC 
together is relatively simple, and 
almost anyone can do it. The hard 

part, as many will ultimately discover 
through trial and error, is getting a good 
rig at the end of it. Builds featured here are a \ 
great starting point for any user; but we always © 
recommend customising for your particular 
needs. There’s no point cramming a fast GPU in 
you never play games! 


The Perfect PC, on the other hand, is the system 
everyone aspires to, with nothing but the best 
parts — without going crazy, though. It’s a collection 
of all the greatest hardware that we’d pick without 
a budget, sure to impress with performance and 
sheer style. 

Oh, and if you’re wondering what the Ref IDs are, 
that’s the ID of that article on our website. Just enter 
it like this - www.atomicmpc.com.au/?7NUMBER 

— and you'll go straight to that review. 
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VIDEO CARD 


Intel Core i5 3570K 


PRICE $245 . 


Remove the Hyper Threading, 
and save $150? DEAL! 


Gigabyte Z77X-UD3H 
PRICE $185 ) 
Affordable gaming 

performance and features. 
Issue 187, Page 57 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-I2800CL9D-8GBXL 


PRICE $55 . 

Great value, decent 
perfomance, and some 
flexibility. 


GIGABYTE HD7870 Overclocked 
PRICE $380 


Performance close to the 
7950, with a price tag no 
where near. 


Intel Core i7 3770K 
PRICE $399 

8 Threads of Ivy Bridge efficiency, 
Overclock for justice! 

Issue 137, Page 40 


Gigabyte G1 Sniper 3 
PRICE $435 

It’s about as super-premium as 
you could get, or want. 

Issue 138, Page 40 


Corsair Vengeance Low Prot 
CMLI6GX3M4A1600C9B 


PRICE $119 


16GB of fast memory. Virtualise 
everything! 


PRICE $1480 


Great value, overclocks 
extremely well, super fast. 
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SUBTOTAL: $1678 


RIG ONLY: $1219 


Antec Kuhler 620 


PRICE $85 


Water cooling is the future, 
today! 


LUULER 


CASE 


Bitfenix Shinobi 
PRICE $79 

Worth it for the price 
alone, and sexy to boot. 
Ref ID: 260177 


LF) 

4 F 

= 2TBHDD Pioneer a Pp 

= = azer Arctosa 

= PRICE $90 DVR-219L < PRICE $50 

= Two thousand PRICE $35 co A cool-looking keyboard that'll 

aa gigabyte storage Discs. Youneeds >- serve you very well. 

A drive on the cheap. ‘em. = Ref ID: 149483 

A 
Samsung S24A450BW 
PRICE $260 Corsair Vengeance M60 
24 inches of LED backlit, PRICE $69 


16:10 LCD screen. Sweet. 


DISPLAY 


MOUSE 


Exceptional mousing value. 
Issue 134, Page 49 


Plantronics Onboard Realtek Sj 
| ilverstone Strider 5|OOW 
= Gamecom 777 ALC889A EE Price ses 
A decent c ip that does i 
= Sol set of cans with the job. S = eolde capable of powering 
Issue 101, Page 41 
SUBTOTAL: $5683 
. 
RIG ONLY: $4390 
Corsair H1IOO Water Cooler 
aRICC eIEG ui Cooler Master Cosmos Il 
| 


Fits perfectly in th Cosmos S ll, 
mounting directly on the roof. 


LOULER 


The only case you'll ever need. Premium 
luxurious bliss. 
Ref ID: 290959 


OCZ REvo Drive 3 x2 & 
WDT1TB VelociRaptor 


PRICE $650 + $349 


Superfast SSD and zippy storage. 
WD: Ref ID: 220323 


SYSTEMURIVES 


KEYBOARD 


ee 


Razer BlackWidow 


Ultimate 

PRICE $160 

The new benchmark in 
gaming quality. 

Ref ID: 251095 


Dell U2711 
PRICE $899 
One of the best 27” monitors 


on the market. On sale 
regularly. 


MOUSE 


SteelSeries Sensei 
PRICE $115 


used to date! 
Ref ID: 276668 


Shure SRH-840 


PRICE $199 


AUDIO 


The best value closed-ear 
studio headphones around 


POWER 
SUPPLY 


Antec HCP 1200W 


PRICE $320 


Plug in a graphics card. Or 
four. The HCP won’t care. 
Ref ID: 272588 
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The best-performing mouse we’ve 


HARDWARE “4 riers 


he LAN Rig, the ultimate in portable gaming 

power — go anywhere, frag anyone. No longer 
will you be tied to a desk or forced to awkwardly 
manhandle your full-sized rig, helped by a 
convenient handle and beefy tech. Perfect for 
wowing people at LANs, the tech inside is fast 
enough to run any game, and boasts enough 
speed to keep your game running at full clip even if 
other programs intrude in the background. After all, 
no-one wants to miss a headshot. 


There are times when a soundcard 
can’t cut it for your audio desires, 
where your G00ohm headphones feel 
underpowered and you need more OOMPH. 
Thankfully there’s a market to cater for you, 
and multiple Digital-Analogue-Converter/ 
Amplifier hybrids are on the market, such 
as the ASUS Essence One or Matrix Mini-l. 
They give much better audio quality, and 
the punch needed to enjoy music to its 
fullest. Only serious enthusiasts need apply. 


Finally, for the more entertainment-minded — and 
really, that’s all of us — there’s The Mini, ready to 
play movies and music quietly and efficiently. The 
basic guts are fast enough for general tasks, and 
the IGP can handle High-Definition content. You can 
also choose from three entirely optional upgrades to 
suit your needs best: a graphics card for WoW, TV 
tuner to catch the game, or a Wireless card to sync 
without cables. The perfect energy-conscious build. 
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MEMORY = MOTHERBOARD CPU 


VIDEO CARD 


THELANRIG . 


Intel Core i5 3450 


PRICE $210 


The most affordable Ivy Bridge 
quad-core, overclocking limited. 


Asus P8Z77-M 
PRICE $115 


A mATX board with 
everything you need. 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-12800CL9D-8GBXL 


PRICE $55 
. Great value, decent performance, and some 
Zt» flexibility. 


GIGABYTE HD7770 Overclocked 


PRICE $160 


Keeping your LAN box cool 
and powerful. 


‘THE MINI 


Intel Core i3 2120T 


PRICE $150 


Super low-heat dual-core 
processor with IGP. 


Asus P8Z77-M 


PRICE $115 


A mATX board with plenty 
of upgrade options. 


Corsair XMS3 
CMX4GX3M2A1600C9 


PRICE $35 


4GB of fast memory is plenty for running 
multiple HTPC media streaming apps. 


Sapphire HD7750 Ultimate 
PRICE $129 

Enough to play games 
on, and adds outputs 
without extra noise. 
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SUBTOTAL: $1199 
RIG ONLY: $840 | 


Cooler Master 212+ Evo 


PRICE $40 


It’s all about cost and weight 
efficiency when traveling. 


Sharkoon T9 
PRICE $70 


Small case with great potential, it’s 
got it where it counts. 


CASE 


COOLER 


nN 
ref - 
=> 2TBHDD Pioneer 5 
ce pricesso | DVR-219L = Sa ee 
= TE ae oe oo A cool-looking keyboard 
= drive on the cheap. ae o ae very well. 
Samsung S23B300B Corsair Vengeance M60 
PRICE $160 cA PRICE $69 
23 inches of value-packed = Exceptional mousing value. 
screen, great buy. = Issue 134, Page 49 
Plantronics Gaboard Realtek Silverstone Strider 50OW 
co Gamecom777 ALC887 Cc >; PRICE $65 
= PRICE $80 A decent chip that does = ee A solid PSU, capable of powering 
=z Solid set of cans with { the job. © _~ much more. 
great audio. oMN 


Issue 101, Page 41 


SUBTOTAL: $1529 
RIG (NO OPTIONS): $1259 | 


Noctua NH-USB SE2 Silverstone Fortress FTO3 
rm PRICE $65 wl BRICE St20 
— x <— The best HTPC case we’ve seen yet, 
= Plenty of cooling, and i) with space for plenty o’ bits. 
= quietness to boot. 
om] “a 
= 2TBHDD cy Scythe SFF21D 
Cj —~PRICE $90 = _s~PRICE $30x3 - 
= Buy three of these for super-crazy 5 Replace the stock fans and OPTION Al, 
= storage capacity. =} hear the computer no more. 
N es 
> 
—~A 
ee Silverstone SODO2B = Logitech diNovo Edge 
fs PRICE $80 = PRICE $240 
= Slot-loading DVD drive for 3 Wireless board with a 
S & rl movies, installs or backups. ee trackpad for mousing. 
Se OPTIONAL < 
- _Leacitek Winfast ASUS PCE-NI3 a> Seasonic X-460 Fanless 
2 PxDVR3200 H Oe eects Go=i PRICE $200 
= PRICE $100 OR aa ; ; = O- “Look, ma, no fans!” 
= Get TV in your PC. : Ge aippyiepe tt NITOP Witeless i a -Anonymous 201 1 
F—_—-H.264 recording ftw! Seeks = HD video streaming. 
OPTIONAL 
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Building. Gaming. Reading. 


Atomic can now be read in digital form, and on multiple devices. 
Read the latest issue, anywhere you like, for only $4.99. 
Or you can subscribe for a year for $49.95. 


GROUND ZERO 


Identical voices and 
phantom swords 


If games are such big business, why are we cutting corners 
on voice and animation, asks Dan Rutter? 


E very now and then, somebody mentions the 
amazing fact that the video-game industry 
is now bigger than the movie business. 

Calculating the exact value of the various 
entertainment industries is complicated by the 
ancient cultural tradition of those industries, in 
which all accountants must tell as many lies as 
possible. But, by some measures, the coin- 
operated arcade-game business beat the US 
movie and music industries, put together, in the 
early 1980s. 

Whichever way you add the funny numbers, 
video games have been very big business since 
Space Invaders. So, today, we've had about 34 
years of that business getting more and more 


| don’t know why major 


should not, on first visiting Whiterun, discover 
that the priest Andurs and the merchant Belethor 
sound exactly the same. 

| do not know why major game companies 
can't hire more voice actors to avoid this problem. 
They don’t need a real Actor of a Thousand 
Voices like Billy West (Fry, Farnsworth, Zoidberg 
and Zapp Brannigan? All Billy). Just cast a few 
dozen unknowns. Voice work isn’t as easy as it 
looks, but the world teems with underemployed 
actors who'd jump at the chance. You could 
audition over Skype, for pity’s sake. 

A less obvious one is character animation. 
In Skyrim, Bethesda took the bold step of 
occasionally making people you're talking to 


game companies can’t hire more voice 
actors to avoid this problem. 


money from players, and ploughing more and 
more money into games. 

Which leads me to wonder why games so 
often look so... cheap. 

I'm not talking about technical limitations, here. 
The early arcade games had awful video and 
sound and little variation in gameplay, and today’s 
games still have problems forced on them by 
hardware or engine limitations. 

I'm also not talking about games that really are 
cheap, in the non-pejorative sense. Indie outfits 
with a permanent staff of three or fewer people 
are obviously not going to have a lot of Lance 
Henriksen character voices, or fifty trillion pixels of 
hand-drawn textures. 

No, I’m talking about less excusable sins. Like, 
say, re-use of voice actors for multiple characters. 
Stephen Russell voices thirty-one characters 
in Skyrim. He could, | feel safe in saying, be better 

at making them sound different. A new player 
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move a bit, rather than just zoom-stare into your 
soul. Other games try harder, but not much 
harder; BioWare has been recycling clunky 
NPC-movement loops since the first Dragon 
Age, and the generally excellent Deus Ex: Human 
Revolution has a “dancing to music only they can 
hear” animations for NPCs in conversation. 

But then look at Saints Row: The Third, which 
has fantastic character animation. Pull your socks, 
up, everyone else. : 

And then, there are melee combat animations. 

Even when it’s a zero-lag single-player game, 
you commonly see a fist ‘hit’ when it clearly 
missed by a mile. Or a sword slices clean through 
a person from shoulder to hip, but does only 
one hit worth of damage. Or, to pick on Skyrim 
again, the game pops out into sexily blurred third- 
person for a finishing move, allowing you to clearly 
see your character brutally stabbing the ground 
two feet in front of a fallen foe, who then dies, 


presumably of embarrassment. 

There's a technical reason for this, at least. As 
far as the game engine's concerned, you see, 
humanoids are all pretty much Dalek-shaped. 
The visible arms, legs, weapons and equipment 
are just cosmetic, and insubstantial. There are 
games that don’t work like this, but they look, if 
anything, worse; if a sword goes through you 
in Mount & Blade then you're in big trouble, but 
M&B fights involve much strangely wooden 
flailing. Only when melee combat is restricted to 
a few pre-generated animations, as in Human 
Revolution, can it both look and work “right”. 

But dammit, that’s not going to stop me 
demanding something better. It's Just Not Right 
that Captain Kirk had more realistic fistfights than 
the Dragonborn. (. 


It’s not right, but that’s just Kirk for you. 
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Don’t worry - if you don’t win, you 
can still receive 20% off a selk’bag 
of your choice when you purchase 
online at www.selkbag.com.au 
; using code ATO6I2. valid until 15/8/12 
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Subscribe to Atomic and you could win a selk’bag worth $99-199! Keep warm 

and comfortable around your gaming machines this winter with one of these little 
beauties! The selk’bag can help keep those heating bills down while you slog it out in 
BF3 and Diablo... if anyone’s still playing! There’s an opening for your hands so you 
can play your games easily, or put them back in for warmth while you're spawning. 


Every self-respecting gamer is going to want a selk’bag so subscribe today! 
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Chris Taylor takes a look at 
cybercrime and how it’s stopped, 
and talks to the West Australian 
police to find out what a career 
in cyber-law eforcement entails 
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fc recent years, cyber crime has received 

a lot of publicity —- much of it alarmist and 
rather silly. Russian mobster paedophiles are 
stealing your credit card and internet banking 
details to finance the explosive pastimes of 
Islamic fundamentalist terrorists. Hackers are 
hacking the planet. That sort of thing. But the 
crime is real and, of course, those stories, as 
overblown and hyperbolised as they might be, 
have some grounding in reality. Police forces 
and law enforcement agencies all over the worlc 
are devoting an increasing amount of resources 
— money, staff, training — to dealing with cyber 
criminals. 

This month we spoke to Acting Detective 
Inspector Mark Rubidge of the Western 
Australia police force’s Commercial Crime 
Division about the rise of cyber crime and the 
possibility of forging oneself a career in digital 
forensics. He offered valuable insight into exactl, 
how Western Australia Police’s Computer Crime 
Squad does its work and the sorts of crimes 
and criminals they investigate. ‘[We define cyber 
crime as] any crime which requires the use of 
technology in order to commit that crime or 
where technology is the specific target of the 
crime,’ he said. ‘For example a person uses 
a computer to download unlawful material or 
to perform an SQL injection. Many traditional 
crimes are now facilitated or targeted by 
technology. It really is a growth field.’ 

We asked him if Western Australia Police 
(WAPOL) specifically look to recruit those 
with qualifications or prior experience in the 
information technology industry. ‘WAPOL 
Computer Crime Squad has both sworn Police 
Officers and unsworn Police Staff,’ said Rubidge. 
‘When recruiting Police Officers, we try to find 
Officers with IT qualifications and we train them 
in forensic process etc. When recruiting Police 
Staff, we try to find people with IT qualifications 
relevant to the position we are trying to fill, 
for example Network engineers or System 
Administrators.’ 

They ask for a little more than just a diploma or 
degree, though. After sifting through applications 
from both staff and sworn police officers, the 
Computer Crime Squad asks potential officers 
to sit through both written and practical 
assessments that test their general computing 
knowledge and their capacity to troubleshoot 
hardware and software problems. There are 
also questions related to policing procedures, 
investigations and the handling and interpretation 
of evidence. As with any other job, there is also a 
face-to-face interview. 

We asked Rubidge what sort of on-the- 
job training is provided for members of the 
Computer Crime Squad. ‘Given the nature of 
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A life of Cybercrime 


Chris Taylor investigates what it takes to fight online law-breakers. 


the role, most of the training is on the job,’ he 
said. ‘This includes industry-based courses 
such as Comptia A+, Security+, Network+, 
MCP, MCSE and CCNA. We also try to send 
our staff on industry forensic courses and 
encourage them to obtain certification where 
applicable. These courses include Encase 


such as Major Crime Squad (Homicide), Child 
Abuse Squad and local investigators to explain 
and understand the impact or relevance of 
technology related to their investigations). 
(Specifically, the] Audio Visual Team downloads 
CCTV footage, enhances audio/video files 

and converts A/V files to enable them to be 


Operation Attica resulted in the arrest of five 
persons of interest who allegedly targeted IGA. 
This case is still progressing through court. 


(EnCE), FTK — Forensic Tool Kit (ACE), X-Ways 
Forensics and Mobile Phone Forensics. Tetiary 
education is also encouraged and we assist our 
staff to complete university courses such as the 
Graduate Certificate in Digital Forensics (at Edith 
Cowan University), which can progress to Master 
of Digital Forensics (ECU). Others courses are 

in development. Regular in-house training in 
Computer Forensics and procedures, tailored to 
contemporary needs, is also conducted.’ 

The Computer Crime Squad's role is broad. 
We asked Rubidge what sort of crimes, 
specifically, fall within their mandate. ‘Any offence 
[where criminals use or target technology], 
but typically [we investigate] unlawful use of 
computers, fraud, stalking, threats, extortion 
and child exploitation material. We also operate 
in aconsultative manner to assist other areas 


viewed by investigators and the judiciary. The 
Technology Crime Investigation Team [is involved 
in] investigation into stolen EFTPOS terminals 
— once stolen the offenders modify them and 
re-install into shops such as McDonald’s 
restaurants and IGA Supermarkets to capture 
card data. This data is coded onto new cards 
and used by the offenders to withdraw cash 
from ATMs and purchase goods. Operation 
Mintox resulted in the arrest of two foreign 
nationals who targeted McDonald's customers. 
The offenders were sentenced to eight years 
imprisonment. Operation Attica resulted in the 
arrest of five persons of interest who allegedly 
targeted IGA. This case is still progressing | 
through court. | 
‘(They also investigate] online sales fraud. One 
WA based seller advertised horse saddles for sale 
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online. Allegedly he had no intention of providing 
these saddles to customers. He was charged 
with 27 counts of Fraud, total value $32,000.00. 
This case is still progressing through court. 
[Another example of what they do is the] arrest 
of a Nigerian advance fee fraudster in Perth - a 
Nigerian male was operating a variety of advance 
fee fraud style scams (inheritance scam, lottery 
scam, beneficiary scam, etc) while based in 
Perth. The offender possessed numerous false 
identification documents and utilised Western 
Union in an attempt to remain anonymous. He 
targeted victims across Australia. He was arrested 
and sentenced to six years imprisonment. 

‘Digital Evidence Teams [are responsible for] 
the identification, preservation, analysis and 
presentation of digital evidence. This role can 
include triage of digital storage devices at the 
scenes of crimes and search warrants, forensic 
imaging and archival, data extraction (pictures/ 
movies/documents/email/internet history etc) 
relevant to specific crime types or investigations, 
complex analysis of computers, mobile devices, 
optical media for both investigation and 
prosecution and delivery of expert testimony in 
various courts of law.’ 

Evidence and investigations are two distinct 
areas of work. ‘While they go hand in hand and 
are intrinsically related they are also very different 
and require different skill sets,’ says Rubidge. 
‘Investigations [involve] proactively and reactively 


CYBERCRIME 


investigating criminal offences using technology, 
including actively interviewing and charging 
offenders. Digital Evidence involves identification, 
preservation and analysis of digital data to 
identify evidence of criminal offences and provide 
expert evidence to courts. Law enforcement 
agencies have differing models. WAPOL have 
both areas as teams within the Computer Crime 
Squad. This enables a number of benefits 
including standardised approach, processes and 
procedures. It enables good cohesion between 
investigators and digital evidence experts, 

and facilitates the ‘cross pollination’ of skills, 
knowledge and experience. We believe this 
delivers a better result. 

‘Examples of investigations include the arrest 
of several offenders for identity theft and creation 
of fake credit cards, hacking of websites and 
networks. Examples of digital evidence include 
the analysis of a computer used to download 
or distribute child pornography, showing how 
the person used, downloaded and retained the 
material, including recovery of deleted data.’ 

The Computer Crime Squad is, unsurprisingly 
given cyber crime is a ‘growth area’, increasing 
in size. ‘The Computer Crime Squad has 
experienced good growth over the years as 
technology has become all the more pervasive,’ 
said Rubidge. ‘Crimes are becoming more 
technical and cross-jurisdictional. They are 
requiring increasing levels of expertise to 
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investigate and prosecute, which is difficult to 
keep up with. Staff recruitment and retention 
are major issues and are issues for most law 
enforcement agencies around the world. 

‘While WAPOL has officers with the required 
levels of skills, Knowledge and experience the 
recruitment of staff continues to be difficult as it 
really is a niche area, requiring on the job training, 
which takes time. Retention of staff is a growing 
issue as knowledge and understanding of both 
the value of technology related investigators and 
digital examiners becomes more widely known 
and understood in the marketplace.’ 

If you’re interested in a career investigating 
computer crime, bear in mind that different 
state and territory police forces recruit for their 
computer crime divisions in different ways. 
Some recruit only from their pool of sworn 
officers and, as such, all training is on-the-job: a 
Diploma in, say, Network Engineering might be 
seen as a bonus in the same way a Bachelor of 
Commerce might be, but it might not get you a 
job by itself. It's also worth keeping in mind that 
going out and studying a Bachelor of Forensics 

— there was a rise in the amount of courses like 
this being offered following the popularity of 
early-O00Os era television shows such as the CSI 
franchise — or similar course might sound really 
interesting, but offers much more limited career 
opportunities than something like a Computer 
Science or Software Engineering course. (@) 
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GAMES, GAMING AND GEEKERY COVERED... ATOMICSTYLE 


W: that’s another E3 done and dusted. 
And man, was it as big as ever. 

Even better, more than previous years we got to 
go hands-on with a whole mess of games, and 
more than a few of them were looking really shiny 
running on PC. At least, our favourite platform 
seems to be showing itself with some pride again 
at the biggest gaming event of the year. 

But it's the games that it’s all about, and we've 
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got previews coming out the wazoo. 

Not to mention some reviews, as well, from the 
new Max Payne game on PC, to a very promising 
new 4X space strategy game that's proving to 
be one of the most addicting games we've ever 
played. Then there's this issue’s Engine Room, 
where we continue to delve deep into upcoming 
MMO Guild Wars 2. 

Let's get our playtime on! 


Sponsored by 
a 


ENGINE ROOM: 
Guild Wars 2 


Skyrim:Dawnguard 
Hitman: Absolution 
Injustice 

Defiance 
Resistance: Burning Skies 
Crysis 3 
Dishonored 
Endless Space 

Far Cry 3 

DiRT Showdown 
Max Payne 3 
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Medal of Honor: 
Warfighter 


We'll be going into more depth on this game in future issues, 
but for now... shiny new screens! 


Ov of the games that surprised'us most at E3 _ talking to the developers of the game), but for now, 
was EA and Danger Close’s Medal of Honor: _ all you need to know is it has some very interesting 


Warfighter. The last Medal of Honor game, which features, like two-man fireteams that can always 

was meant to reboot the franchise, was at best a see each other on-screen, great class-based 

mixed affair. We kinda liked the multiplayer, but the warfare, tight, challenging maps, and even the 

singleplayer portion of the game was a real mess. ability to play as the Australia SASR, our own elite. ~ 
We've not yet seen too much of the singleplayer, Tier One Operators. 

but we did get to play some multiplayer — and We're hoping that EA‘s learnt from the errors of 

we're happy to announce it was good. We'll go the first reboot, and will come out swinging with 


into more depth next issue (when we'll also be Warfighter. Pick up issue 140 to learn more! 
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James Matson recently caught up with ArenaNet 
developer Eric Flannum as a great excuse to rattle on 
about guilds, wars and cake, but also to get your hand- 
picked reader questions answered in true Atomic style. 


W« several Beta events already under its 
belt, Guild Wars 2 looks to have a few 
things utterly sorted. Graphically, the game uses 
the heavily modified version of the original. Guild 
Wars engine to breathtaking effect, bringing 

to life a world of rich colour and high fantasy. 
Music and sound too were showcased to 

great effect during our Beta experience. The 
foundations — those established MMO staples 
like character progression and Player-Versus- 
Player — are all present, accounted for and 
looking promising. But those are just the basics, 
aren't they? The stereotypical checkboxes to 
mentally tick off in order to say yes, this is indeed 
an MMORPG. 

When we caught up with Eric Flannum, Lead 
Designer on Guild Wars 2, it wasn’t to waste 
time on the flour and eggs of this MMO-cake, 
but rather to gain an appreciation for the extra pale aca ee 
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features and functionality packed into a sequel that may well outdo its 
sire. We like to think of this stuff as the icing. And really, it’s the icing that 
makes the cake, right? 

Hungry yet? 

Cross-classing (the ability to layer classes together to form interesting 
hybrids of tank/healer/DPS) for instance, was a feature that many 
gravitated to in Guild Wars 1, but according to Eric it didn’t fit with the 
vision for GW2. “The concept of secondary professions is something that 
we abandoned pretty early in Guild Wars 2’s design” he explained, but it 
wasn’t always so.” 

“There was a period of time where we did include it, but we found that 
it complicated things too much and restricted our ability to make unique 
profession mechanics.” Rather than go down the road of cross-classing, 
explained Eric, the team worked hard to ensure the diversity present 
in cross-classing from the original game was achievable with a single 
profession in Guild Wars 2. This is in large part thanks to the in-game 
weapon mechanics, in that each unique weapon type gives each class 
access to unique branch of skills and powers. As a Guardian you could 
have an entirely different array of skills to use when carrying a Mace as 
opposed to a Sword, for instance — with each needing to be levelled up 
through constant use. Eric drew a comparison by looking back at a fan 
favourite build from the original game. “The melee Ranger/Beastmaster 
build that some people employed in Guild Wars 1, through a blend of 
Warrior and Ranger, is entirely possible in the sequel by pairing up a 
Ranger with either a Greatsword or a normal Sword.” Of course, to 
create a meaty fantasy world there has to be plenty to do in-between 
slicing up the local fauna for quest rewards. In-game Housing that evolves 
alongside your characters storyline (the signature of an MMO that wants 
to capture the long term gamer who likes to develop their character's 
story) is something that’s been hinted at, but Eric confirmed it wouldn't 
be there at launch. “Unfortunately, | can’t reveal much more at this time 
beyond what we’ve already said, which is that we will include player and 
guild housing in a future expansion of the game”. 

For the time being, it would seem, the team are focusing every skerrick 
of effort on the initial release. This fact rings true for alternative camera 
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angles beyond the standard third-person we’ve 
already seen. “We'd like to include a first-person 
view at some point” said Eric, “but | don’t think 
we'll be able to have it in and polished for launch. 
We've actually been experimenting with a few 
other camera changes very recently, including 
increasing the max distance and some things to 
help make the game more playable for people 
who like to play zoomed in more tightly.” No-one 
can fault ArenaNet for sacrificing some bells and 
whistles for a more stable launch product, but 
with player housing extending the playability of 
even relatively ancient MMO titles like EverQuest 
2 (where players are — even as you read this — 
busy crafting sconces and Minotaur busts for 
their digital abode) and alternative camera angles 
working to showcase great art direction and world 
detail, there’s no denying these features would be 
a welcome addition at some point. 

On the subject of crafting, Guild Wars 2 looks 
to have developed something that is an integral 

— and fun — part of the game, rather than just an 

afterthought with a ‘bolt on’ feel and little reward 
(Rift, anyone?). Despite already having developed 
a crafting engine that promotes player discovery 
through throwing together combinations of 
components to “see what happens” Eric and 
the team are still making final tweaks to the 
system. “We actually just recently added access 
to your bank tabs from crafting stations so players 
shouldn’t have to run back and forth to craft!” 
Good news, because any time spent repetitively 
running back and forth in an MMO breeds bitter 
players who rant in chat channels and do unholy 
things to Chickens when no-one is looking. 

So we've heard. 

Of all the things Guild Wars 2 looks to bring to 


the table, both in refinements of the genre and 
entirely new features, nothing is set to make or 
break the game more than the dynamic content. 
With the promise that dynamic content will break 
the shackles of the genre’s ‘Go to A, collect 

B, hand in to C’ static questing past comes 

no small amount of concerns about how it’s all 
going to work. 

Take zone abandonment as an example. What 
happens when events are left unchallenged and 
undefeated because there hasn't been player 
traffic in a while? (Typically as the masses move 
to higher level zones). Will NPCs run amok and 
lay waste to the poor errant wanderer stupid 
enough to get caught in an event filled with NPC 
bad guys? 

“Each dynamic event is unique, but as 
a general rule dynamic events don’t reset 
themselves without player intervention” explained 
Eric. “Every event in the game that isn’t labelled 
as a group event does scale down to one player 
though, so a zone that hasn’t seen players in a 
while is still very much playable by a solo player”. 
The other news to put player fears to rest, is 
that dynamic events will scale in difficulty based 
on the players directly participating in the event, 
meaning you should never come across a case 
of too easy, or too hard, “They scale both up and 
down” confirmed Eric, “so if a player participates 
and then leaves, the event will scale back down 
to reflect this.” 

Another (more local) concern is the ever- 
present bugbear of latency. US WoW and 
LOTRO players grab pitchforks and Layer 3 
OSI model diagrams if their ping floats about 
the 100ms mark, but here in Australia we tend 
to assume business as usual if our pings rest 
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anywhere between 250ms and 
Oh-my-god-it's-a-slideshow- = 
of-frustration-stab-me-now. 

That doesn’t mean we can’t 

have high hopes for Guild Wars 2 
to shake up our expectations. Eric 
didn’t mention anything about local Australian 
servers, but did stress that a focus for the 
developers is keeping the game playable 
and enjoyable for as broad an audience 
as possible, “We're including a network 
model! that keeps things playable at 
higher latencies, which means the game 
should be playable with those higher 250ish 
pings, but of course at some point high latency 
is going to affect how the game plays.” From our 
time tinkering with the beta we didn’t experience 
any ongoing latency but there were a couple of 
massive ‘world freezing’ lag spikes that we're 
willing to attribute to Beta-itis, rather than any 


dire prediction of network performance at launch. 


As we mentioned earlier, you have to put 
aside the network performance, professions 
and all the other goodies we spoke to ArenaNet 
about and acknowledge that it’s the dynamic 
events and storyline elements will be the make 
or break feature. If ArenaNet pull it off — and 
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there’s nothing to suggest they can’t — then 
Guild Wars 2 will find a comfortable home on 
the screens of Guild Wars veterans and new 
players alike. Our interrogation of Eric has 

left something hanging in the air. We'll call it 
confidence. Having already ticked off a solid 
foundation in the beta, it’s becoming more 
apparent as we get closer to release (with a firm 
date imminent) that ArenaNet has been working 
busily to bring free-to-play substance, diversity 
and depth to the franchise. @ 
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The Elder Scrolls: 


ELDER SCROLLS: SKYRIM - DAWNGUARD 


kyrim - Dawnguard 


It’s all fangs, no daylight in the first expansion for Skyrim. 


De is the first expansion to the 
massively popular RPG, Skyrim, and as 
such it opens up a whole mess of new stuff to 
explore in the snowy wastes of the end of the 
world. The game revolves around a dastardly 
plot by a vampire lord to, well... blot out the sun, 
as The Simpson’s Mr Burns would put it, and it’s 
up to you to stop/join the evil bloodsucker. 

On paper the game sounds preity good. It’s 
going to open up a new vampiric skill tree, let 
you shift into a new Vampire Lord form which 
looks like something straight out of Coppolla’s 
Dracula, and new gear, including crossbows — 
the weapon of choice for vampire hunters. 

So far, though, the game is only being 
announced for Xbox, and all our requests for 
confirmation of any PC release are being met 
with silence. If you're playing on PC, | guess you 
can skip to another page now, because | kinda 
have a bad feeling about this. 

A game the scope and size of Skyrim, even 
just an expansion, is a tough prospect to demo 
in as brief a time as you typically have at E3, but 
our hands-on session was set up to show as 
much of the highpoints of the new content as 
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possible. We started apparently a few hours in to 
the game, just before an ally takes a few drops 
of blood from her wrist to open up a portal to a 
mystical realm of the dead. You follow, and... 

Well, you follow, and it’s pretty boring, actually. 
It's all very ghosty and magical, but pretty limited 
in terms of colour palette and terrain. Ghostly 
forms flit about, and while you’re ostensibly 
there to find your companion’s mother — it’s odd 
trying to work out the plot from this far into the 
expansion — there are also sidequests you can 
take up from poor lost souls. In one, you've got 
to find the skull of a dead horse, so its restless 
spirit can rest. 

We did however get to play around with the 
crossbow, which feels different enough from 
normal bows to make the inclusion worthwhile 

— plus, they look totally cool. Even cooler is the 
Vampire Lord form. This monstrous visage turns 
you into some giant man-bat, with stunted, 
twisted wings emerging from your shoulder 
blades. In this form you get access to your main 
vampiric powers, and, impressively, when you 
sprint you actually fly across the ground. In fact, 
even normal movement sees you floating over 


the environment. 

It's a pretty neat gimmick. 

The feeling of being let down likely comes 
from simply dropping into the game at some 
seemingly random point; Skyrim’s a great 
game because of the way it lets you make your 
character truly your own. Without that choice, 
you start to notice that game's a bit emptier than 
you first realise. That said, given the choices on 
offer in Dawnguard, and the epic scale of what's 
at stake, I’m sure playing it as intended — from 
the beginning — would make all the difference. 

Now; if only it comes out on PC... ((&) DH 


Previewed on Xho 
Developer Bethesda:Softworks 
Publisher Bethesda Softworks 
Website’ www.elderscrolls.com/skyrim 


New weapons, Cool vampire 
powers, Blotting out the‘sun 


Unappealing new:setting 
t 


Anticipation rating 


| I really need to see more of 
| the beginning... 
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Hitman: Absolution 


Agent 47 is sneakier - and deadlier - than ever before. 


W: got to see a lengthy hands-off demo 
of Hitman at E38, and also snag some 


time playing through a second level ourselves. 
Between the two levels, | got to see some very 
different styles of gameplay. In the hands-off, 
the demo guy was obviously on-song, and he 
was able to carefully and creatively assassinate 
a whole gang of ne’erdowells, getting away 
practically scott-free. 

When we played a different level, where all we 
had to do was take out one slimy looking criminal, 
all hell broke loose — and it was awesome. 

The setting was a street market, possibly in 
China, or at least a Chinatown. But it was all 
small alleyways, food-stalls, high walls and lots 
of people. | mean, possibly more NPCs than 
I've ever seen on-screen in a game. This is the 
new crowd technology that IO Interactive's been 
talking about (and that we highlighted in the last 
issue), and it really is something. People move 


about naturally, with real purpose, but without 
the oddly direct and un-natural focus of crowds 
in games like Assassins’ Creed. 

More importantly, it really adds a new layer 
of challenge to tracking and assassinating 
someone. To start with, our mark was talking 
on a phone in a gazebo nearby; | took my 
eyes off him for a moment to see if there were 
any convenient highpoints from which | could 
observe him, but by the time |’d turned back, 
he’d blended into the crowd. 

I'd already list him! 

Thankfully, at lower difficulty levels, you can 
fall back on Instinct, a mode which lets you see 
your targets more clearly through crowds or 
even walls. |’ll admit, it does some more like a 
cheat-mode, and I’m very happy that it’s one of 
the things removed at higher difficulties - making 
the game more challenging and in line with 
previous titles. 

But, in a level like this, it was quite handy, 
and got me back on the trail of the target. He’d 
moved to a food stall near a dead-end alley; | 
got up close, but he was obviously wary — he 
watched me approach, so | looked at some food, 
and casually wandered off. | headed into the alley, 
hopefully out of sight from the many possible 
witnesses; there was a sewer entrance... | 
figured | could shoot the guy in the back, hop 
into the sewer, and no one would know. Oh boy. 


| double-tapped the guy, and he dropped. My 
second round missed (stupid Xbox controls!), 
and hit a bystander, who also dropped, but who 
caused the crowd to panic, which in turn drew 
the attention of not only cops but also the guy’s 
guards. | had to take cover instead of fleeing, and 
the churning crowd made it almost impossible 
to get clean shots on my own attackers. | was 
pinned, and, soon enough, gunned down. 

It's clear from even that limited play time 
that there's a rich world of options to would-be 
assassins in the game, and I’m kind of glad to 
have had the chance to get a feel for the game 
before beginning my real play-through when the 
game's released later this year. Hitman’s always 
been about creating lethal sandboxes for killers 
to play in, and Absolution takes that to a whole 
new level (2) DH 


x, PS3, PC (Pi 


Developer IO Interactive 
Publisher Square Enix 
Website www.hitman.com/ 


Open game design; great’Al; 
Solid:graphics 


Instinct mode makes 
things too easy 


GAMEPLAY Y INJUSTICE: GODS AMONG US 


Injustice: Gods 


Good grief - a fighting game | actually like?! ? 


Acvr of years ago at E3 | remember 
seeing a demo of the last Mortal Kombat 


game, and walking away from it thinking ‘Well, 
there’s a game we'll never see’. However, 
personally, it wasn’t too worrying; aside from a 
brief addiction to Street Fighter in my misspent 
youth, fighting games jsut aren’t my thing. 
Tekken, Mortal Combat, the various Capcoms 
versus, well, everything else? They leave me cold. 

But, Gods help me, | actually enjoyed the 
new fighting game that Warner announced just 
before ES, Injustice. And not just because you 
get to control iconic supers like Batman and 
even Superman! No, it’s just that it’s already 
playing like a supremely well thought out and 
nuanced beat-‘em-up. 

(It could also be because | got to beat the crap 
out of a game journo colleague — truly, beating 
online only guys is a victimless crime, right?) 

So the NetherRealm guys running the initial 
hands-off part of the demo hinted there’s 
actually a bit of story to the game that they’re 
not revealing yet. Presumably, it’ll explain why 
all these heroes have gone bad and are fighting 
amongst themselves, but, really — that’s just 
window-dressing. The game itself delivers some 
fantastically clever mechanics, a rich range of 
moves, and familiar characters. 

It also feels a lot more accessible than most 
every other fighting game I’ve had inflicted on 
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me, and | admit I'd be interested in playing again, 
if only to explore just how large and interactive 
the huge levels are. 

Fights in Injustice don’t take place on a single 
stage, as you fight back and forth, and they're 
not simple backdrops. As these mighty heroes 
fight, they can smash each other through walls, 
down lift shifts, or up into the air — there are 
usually three different areas to each level. For 
instance, in one city level, you can punch your 
opponent clear through and into a building. 

Similarly, as fights progress, the 
environments rack up damage, opening up 
some unique special attacks, such as the ability 
to fire off the rockets on a nearby bat-vehicle, 
or force your opponent into an array of hanging 
electrical cables. 

It's the fighting that’s the real meat of the 
game, though, and it’s suitably epic. Superman 
hovers over the ground and can pound with 
his fists, or break out his mighty eye lasers 
for some attacks. It’s the usual array of high 
and low attacks, light and strong ones, but 
it’s very responsive and quite satisfying - even 
more satisfying when you up your power meter 
enough to pull off some truly over the top special 
attacks. The Flash, for instance, sprints off 
around the planet to deliver a super-fast attack, 
Superman flies you up into low orbit before 
throwing you back to Earth, and Wonderwoman 


can call on some Amazonian buds to really lay 
down the smack. 

It’s not something I’m going to go out and 
buy, but it’s not something |’d back away from 
if a friend insisted on some super-powered 
beat-downs. For someone who really doesn’t 
dig on the genre, | can’t think of higher (faint) 
praise. ( 


PS3, Xbox (reviewed on PS3) 


Developer NetherRealm 
Publisher WB Games 
Website www.injustice.com/ 


Amazing art; Great characters; 
Very accessible 


Levels might be too busy/ ee 
interactive for competitive play 


Definitely a cut above the 
average fighting game. 


DEFIANCE 


Defiance 


An intriguing crossover with a television show does 
nothing to add to this lacklustre MMO. 


DB abe iS an intriguing concept on paper. 
It's both a massively multiplayer game 
being developed by Trion Worlds (the guys 
behind RIFT), and a television show produced 
by the Syfy Channel - which actually owns 
Trion. The game/show is set in a post-alien- 
invasion Earth, where new flora and fauna have 
been introduced to the environment, effectively 
forcefully terraforming our planet into something 
safer for alien survival. 

The setting’s a good set-up for all kinds of 
adventures, but what's really interesting is that 
the two formats — game and show -— will cross- 
pollinate plots and ideas. A large world event, like 
a battle, might change things on the television 
show, while characters that leave the show 
could end up in the game, as they travel from the 
show's setting of St Louis, to the game's setting 
around San Francisco. The show certainly has 
a solid cast and crew, and Trion has a proven 
track record. 

Sadly, though, the game comes across as 
pretty lacklustre. 

MMOs are hard to show off at a show like 
E3, and, personally, even harder to show off on 
console, but nonetheless, I’m just not excited 
by the game. Graphically, the game’s taking a 
kind of exaggerating, cartoony look, no doubt 


to make it more console friendly. But all | could 
think of while playing the game was that it 
merely made it seem like a cheap knock-off of 
Borderlands. 

In fact, it seemed pretty heavily influenced by 
Gearbox’s shooter. The Trion guy on the booth 
told me they were making a shooter first, MMO 
second, but the cascading damage numbers 
that greet your weapons fire kind of ruin the 
impact. Sure, you can score a critical insta-kill 
with good headshots, but the controls still 
felt muddy and imprecise, even for a console 
shooter. 

The game is also definitely more gear-based 
that skill-based. So far as we could tell, you get 
the usual range of MMO style gear, plus two 
weapons, and a single special ability. In our case, 
it was a special speed/shield boost. Given our 
time in the game, we didn’t get to see too much 
of the gear, but the weapons we did have were a 
short-ranged, AOE shotgun, and an assault rifle. 
There are also vehicles in the game, little quad 
bikes that let you zip about the landscape and 
get from quest to quest. 

The quests themselves seem pretty basic — 
go here, get that, give it to so-and-so — with 
the exception of open world events not unlike 
RIFTS’, uh, rifts. These events, when triggered, 
cover a much larger area though, often with 
multiple points of interest to find and then shoot 
until they die. There were enough people playing 
at the same time that we were actually able to 
follow one of these through to the end, defeating 
a huge beastie that — in true shooter-boss 
fashion, could really only be hurt by shooting a 
glowing frond that only popped out of its head 
at set times. 

Sadly, with limited weapon selections, and 
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only the one skill to play with, the big fight was 
pretty much a repetition of shoot all the things, 
switch to the glowy-thing, die, respawn, pick up 
ammo drops from the smaller things, repeat. The 
need for team-based tactics are minimal at best, 
and without the usual reliance on healers, tanks 
and DPS, it just becomes stale really fast. 

That said, it’s entirely possible that Trion’s 
deliberately keeping the game relatively simple 
so that it can have broader appeal to TV fans, 
and that the real meat of the game will be the 
ongoing interaction with the TV show. If that’s the 
case, Defiance could still be interesting; but it’s 
just not hooking me right now. ( 


eyiewed on Xbo 


Developer Trion Worlds 
Publisher Syfy 
Website www.trionworlds.com/ 


Interesting TV crossover; 
good developer 


Boring shooter gameplay; 
cartoony graphics; repetitive 


Anticipation rating 


It might still be good, but 
we're a long way from 
excited. 


RESISTANCE: 


BURNING SKIES 


Resistance: Burning Skies 


The skies are burning... in your pocket. 


Revere Burning Skies is the first FPS to 
make use of the Vita’s dual analogue setup, 
allowing developers to finally release handheld 
shooters that aren't horribly gimped versions of 
their console brethren. 

You're cast as Tom Riley, a New York fire 
fighter who handily finds himself caught in the 
middle of an alien invasion of earth from the 
pesky Chimera. Tom has been separated from 
his family, and that provides as good an excuse 
as any to annihilate the aliens. The story is weak 
and Tom as a character is pretty bland & hollow, 
but they were obviously never the focus. 

The focus is on the fire fighting and luckily 
Resistance fares better here. The game generally 
throws you into a series of set pieces, with 
the odd boss battle thrown in to mix things 
up. Levels range from bombarded bridges 
to alien ships, and even inside the body of a 
massive Chimeran creature. You're constantly 
on the move and encouraged to make use of 
the many different weapons and firing modes. 
These weapons are quite diverse and creative 
and each comes with an over the top alternate 
fire mode controlled via the front touch screen. 
The controls are well-implemented, with solid 
shooting mechanics making these fire fights feel 
fast and fluid. 


The graphics are solid, if a little plain, and 
look fine on the small screen. Character models 
are quite blocky at times and there are a fair 
amount of low-res textures, but some good 
looking environments can still be found. To be 
honest, though, Resistance should have looked 
better. Despite being on a handheld, games like 
Wipeout and Uncharted have shown us that the 
Vita can definitely dish out the pretties. 

Level design is quite basic. Early levels are full 
of linear corridors that provide little opportunity 
for expansive challenges. It isn’t until later in the 
game that the levels open up and the battles 
become a lot more interesting. There's a good 
variety of enemies to kill, however they are often 
a bit slow and stupid and lack any real sense of 
opposition. 

Sound is another weak point of the game. 
The orchestral pieces are great but are sparsely 
used and a lot of the time the only sound to be 
heard was the clunk of our character’s boots 
running across the landscape. Surely this was 
intended to add atmosphere and suspense, but 
it comes across as just being empty. 

All the mechanics for a great game are in 
place, it’s just that the actual game wrapped 
around these solid foundations is hardly 
compelling. Resistance feels slightly rushed, 


and comes across as having a lot of wasted 
potential. Despite this, being able to blast wave 
after wave of alien scum in a fully-fledged FPS, 
while sitting on a train, is great fun. That makes it 
somewhat easier to forgive some of the games 
underwhelming aspects. 

Multiplayer works surprisingly well. Matches 
are quick and deaths are plentiful. There is a 
scarcity of maps, but having a solid and generally 
well-balanced online shooter in your pocket is 
very satisfying. 

While Resistance: Burning Sky isn’t a system- 
seller by any means, it is a'good by-the-numbers 
shooter that’s worth seeing through to the end. 
Despite its failings it remains fun, and shows that 
the FPS genre has a welcome home on Sony's 
little system. This bodes well for when the heavy 
hitters of the genre eventually deliver. (= 


PS Vita 
Developer Nihilistic Software 


Publisher. Sony Computer Entertainment 
Website http:/Awww.nihilistic.com/ 


Gameplay 

A solid, fun foundation 
flawed in execution. 
Graphics : 
Competant but doesnt 
us what t J 


Overall 
A flawed but fun'game that 


shows the Vitais definately up to 
the rigours of FPS gaming. 
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CRYSIS:S 


Prophet's back, and so’s the awesome feel of the 


first game in the series. 


A“ while ago | was sitting and thinking 
fondly of Crysis. Then | realised... holy crap, 
since when was Crysis ever that good a game? 
Sure it was marvellous engine, and one that fully 
leveraged the power of a beefy PC, but — at the 
time, mind — it seemed a bit lacklustre in the 
gaming department. But like many things not 
appreciated in their time, Crysis really did do 
some amazing things with open world gaming. 

Crysis 2, limited by a focus on the console, 
did not come close to delivering the same sense 
of exploration, or of true tactical variation and 
freedom. If you look at the progression of a lot of 
game franchises, you might think Crysis 3 is not 
going to be swinging back to open gameplay — 
but you’d be dead wrong. 

Up to this year’s E8, I’d only seen one major 
game franchise ever demoed on PC; that was 
Battlefield 3 last year. This year there was a mess 
Of titles being shown off on PC, including Crysis 
3. And it’s pretty clear, from what we were told 
during the demo, and from our hands-on time 
with pretty much an entire mission, that Crytek’s 
listened to all the feedback and is doing its best 
to find a happy middle ground between console- 
friendly graphics streaming, and the greater 
options the PC platform can deliver. 

Crysis 2 gave you, instead of an open world, 


a series of linear and rather small sandboxes. 
Crysis 3, goes back to the open world, but scales 
it down, while giving you more of them. After 2, 
New York's been quarantined under some fancy 
nano-dome, and the city has fallen into seven 
distinct environments. So, the spaces you fight 

in are more open, with more ways to approach 
targets, and generally more ways to play. They 
look remarkable, too, with amazing lighting, 
smooth transitions between tight, dim interiors 
and bright outside areas, and great water effects. 

Even the small space we got to play through 
in the demo was worlds ahead of the streets 
and spaces of Crysis 2. In fact, as | was pinned 
down on a walkway to some reactor facility | had 
to destroy, | realised that | didn't need to be there 

— so | scattered the soldiers firing at me with a 
grenade, and dove off the walkway and into the 
water, where | was able to circle the facility, and 
then enter it much more stealthily. 

Sadly, playing a precision shooter on a 
strange system is always a challenge, and when 
things did go loud again on my way out, there 
were even more opponenis to deal with. But 
that was always the beauty of Crysis, that every 
decision to kill or even not to kill was likely to 
have an impact later on. 

And then there’s gameplay, which actually 
feels more brutal and effective than any previous 
Crysis game. Gunfire is loud and explosive, 
and you can feel the impacts in your gut. g 
Rounds spark and ricochet, there’s a lot of \ 
environmental destruction, and it’s generally a 
much more satisfying experience across 
the board. 

Even better, the bow — now the signature 
weapon of the nano-suited Prophet — is much 
more than a gimmick. It looks and plays 


wonderfully, and has the added bonus of 
allowing you to fire while stealthed, without giving 
away your position. Plus, there’s something 
super bad about loosing an arrow, seeing it take 
down aman silently, and then stealthing up to 
his corpse to retrieve the arrow. The ammunition 
for the bow is far more limited, though, so you 
can’t rely on it all the time, unless you are very 
careful about recovering those arrows — and 
that’s not possible at all with the more explosive 
options. 

Of course, E3 always paints games in a good 
light, but if Crysis 3 can make it to release and 
still look and play as well as it did today, it’s going 
tobe ahit. (@) DH 


Previewed onP. 


Developer Crytek 
Publisher Electronic Arts 
Website www. crysis.com/crysis3 


Beautiful engine; 
More:open levels 


Enemies still seem to:take * 
alot of damage ~ 


| Proper Crysis gameplay may 
be on the way back. 


GAMEPLAY 4 DISHONORED 
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ishonored 


a 


At long last we get to play a level of the ultimate in stealth action games. 


= aving been reading about Dishonored, and _ presented with a task, and how you then choose __ letting you do short range instant teleports from 


the many hands off demos that have been to go about it. In the demo, we had to infiltrate point to point. So you could scope a guard, wait 

seen by other lucky journos — including one of the home of a rich industrialist (| think — this was until he’s gone past, and then bampf! right up to 
my own - it was fantastic to finally play the game __ the third day of the show after all) and kidnap him to kosh the poor soul; or even just bampf 
at this year’s E38. Even better, we had an entire him. How you do, that, though, is entirely open. somewhere else entirely, like up onto a light fitting 
mission/level to play through, and a character Essentially there are three stages to the level or ledge. Even more fun is making emergent 
that had been powertully levelled so we could — getting in, negotiating the interior, and then gameplay discoveries, such as learning that your 
play around with all of the game’s equipment getting out safely to where you can handover the __ teleport is a great way to cushion an otherwise 
and supernatural powers. poor unconscious dude. Normally, when! playa _ fatal fall. : 

If you've been stuck in a dark room all this game like this, | take the most combative option, Other powers let you possess someone, 
time, though, Dishonored is a tale of revenge but with Dishonored, sneaking is so much fun, which is an actual physical possession that 
built around sandbox levels and stealth/action and the powers at your disposal so cool, that | makes your form disappear, a powerful 
gameplay. It’s set in a world that is distinctly went full stealth. windblast that’s great for Knocking people off 
steampunk, but with a powerful magical One power was particularly useful for this, high places, a time-slowing power that effectively 


influence, and the graphics, while colourful 
and sharp, tend toward a certain cartoonish 
exaggeration. 

Surprisingly, it holds up remarkably well, and 
character designs end up looking more like 
satirical character studies; there’s actually a lot 
you can learn about an NPC purely from how 
they’re ‘drawn’. 

The game's core though is the way you are 


DISHONORED 
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turns you into a Matrix-powered Keanu Reeves, 
and dark sight, which helps you perceive items 
and people around you. 

We had access to all of these, but in an actual 
playthrough of the game you won't be able to 
pick and max out all these powers. So far, I’m 
thinking the teleport is essential. 

When the sneaking breaks down, you've got 


a range of weapons to fall back on, from your 
trusty sword (which also acts as clever indicator 
of whether you’re moving normally or sneaking — 
you reverse your grip on the hilt while stealthed) 
to trang darts, a pistol, an a range of grenades. 
Combat is fun and fast, and on harder levels 
you'll need to rely on well-timed blocks and 
parries, and powerful counters, as well as all your 
other toys. 

There's lots to interact with in the 
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environement, as well, from scavenged parts 
and tool kits, to energy barriers that would 
normally auto-kill anyone not recognised (ie, you), 
but that can be reversed to kill everyone else if 
you play things smart. 

And man - that is satisfying! 

One thing that makes Dishonored feel 
so immersive is that sense that the world is 


like a ticking clock. Guards wander around, 
occasionally changing their patterns, and often 
chatting — and we never heard any dialogue 
double-ups. There are biting fish in the polluted 
canals of the city, and rats in the alleyways; these 
are also very handy to possess. 

| also learnt the hard way that it’s a pretty 
sensible world, too; if you're carrying an 
unconscious person over your shoulder, don’t 
go for a swim. | tried leaping out of the building 


into a river with my victim only to get a mission- 
fail when the guy drowned... 

Ultimately, though, | was successful, though 
not before having to sneak past one of the 
game’s most iconic enemies, the Whaler, a large 
walking-suit not unlike Half Life 2’s Striders. They 
are big, too, and seem best avoided. At the end 
of the mission, | handed over my target, and 
felt that rare glow of having gotten in and out 
without anyone really noticing. 

Okay, well, except for the maid | shot in the 
face with a tranq dart; or that guy who, um, got 
disintegrated by my re-polarised light screen. 
But at least in that latter case there's no real 
body to find, right? 

All through the level, though, | was quite 
aware that there were just so many ways to play 
the game; | think it’s going to be great to play 
through multiple times, with different skill-sets 
and play-styles. And, even this far out from 
launch, I’m finding myself thinking of how I'll 
be building my first character, and what kind of 
game |’ll choose to play. Dishonored’s easily one 
of the best games of the entire show. (() DH 


Xbox 360, PS3 arid PE {previewedon Xbox) 


Developer Arkane Studios 
Publisher Bethesda Softworks 
Website www.dishonored.com 


Rich gameplay, 
Intriguing setting, Cool art 


«uh... 


Anticipation rating 


I'm already feeling this game 
sucking my will to leave the 


ENDLESS SPACE 


Indie dev Amplitude Studios is making the ultimate in space exploration games. 


And you can help! 


W: there goes my productivity. 

Other games? Couldn't care less. 
My girlfriend? Thankfully, she digs the game 
soundtrack, so that’s a plus. My Cat? 

Crap — really should feed my cat. But one 
more turn... 

To say that Endless Space is addictive is an 
understatement that’s almost geological in terms 
of how big an understatement it would be. It’s 
a sneaky little bastard, too; | hadn’t heard word 
one about it until a random email offering me a 
Steam code and early press access, but man, 
am | glad | know about it now. 


All the Xs 


Endless Space is cut from the classic 4X space 
sim mould. In fact, when pressed, it’s hard to list 
the truly new and unique stuff that it does - you 
start with a planet, research tech-trees, build 
up fleets, explore new worlds, expand your 
empire, rinse, and repeat. Above all, though, 

it’s the amazing polish of the game that makes 
it something special; from the gentle humour 
and nods to space opera and hard SF that are 
liberally sprinkled through the reams of text in 
the game, to the incredibly smooth UI, to even 
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the music, which | think I’m now starting to get a 
Pavlovian response to, it’s just so damn slick. 

One of the reasons the game’s coming along 
so swimmingly is the way the developers took 
the game from Alpha through Beta and final 
release. Essentially, the game's being developed 
almost as an experiment into democratic game 
making; you can already buy into the Alpha 
phase, and as you comment and suggest 
changes or new features, you earn points. These 
points can even level you up, as a commenter, 
so that your thoughts and votes on game 
development decisions get more weight. 

It's some kind of meta-gamification of game 
development. Think too hard about it and you 
might get a headache. But that’s okay, the 
game's soundtrack is rather relaxing. 


From little things... 
A typical game starts with setting the parameters 
of your galaxy, from its size, Al opponents (in 
singleplayer), age, and even shape. I’m playing in 
asmall galaxy and my game's into its 200th turn 
and doesn’t look like finishing any time soon - | 
suspect the larger sizes will deliver a game for 
life. Literally. 

At this stage you also choose your faction 
from eight available species/polities, with a 
range of backstories and abilities and diplomatic 
standings. There are some really interesting 
alien races, and one human race based on 
a lone man deciding that his clones should 
rule the stars; there’s good hard SF here, but 
there are some laughs, too. With your faction 
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chosen, it’s into a game, and your first planet. 
Impressively, even in the early game, there are 
always decisions to be made, based on the fact 
that any one star system can only ever have one 
construction project. So, do you expand your 
colony, or build more Scout vessels? Similarly, 
you can only research one technology at a 
time, from a vast web of tech grouped into four 
broad fields; again, choice is everything. Do you 
unlock military tech, or start in on environmental 
research that will let you colonise different 
planetary types; do you aim for tech-based 

win and research to Soul Uplift from the get-go, 
or work on seeding your home systems with 
enough satellites and sensing gear to help your 
empire grow? 

All of this is before you even find another 
faction, and if you want to be able to talk to 
them you better look into some xeno-research... 

There’s a lot to take in, especially at first, as 
you discover the interesting inter-relationships of 
a lot of the tech-tree. Thankfully, there’s mouse- 
over text for pretty much everything in the game. 
You might be in the System view, looking at all 
the planets in that system, and all you need to 
do is mouse over an anomaly, or planet type, 
or anything else, and a window will pop up 
explaining it all. Nonetheless, your first game 
or two will inevitably feel like a trial run, so we 
recommend keeping that first one small. 
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ENDLESS SPACE 
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NALLIN V 


You can hire heroes to govern colonies or 
lead fleets, and these can be levelled up to learn 
all kinds of enhancing abilities, from boosting a 
system's scientific output (and thus improving 
your ability to research) to learning special 
attacks in combat. 

In fact, the military side of the game is just as 
immense. As you research new military tech and 
hulls, you can modify ship classes or create new 
ones out of whole cloth. Want a fleet that uses 
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Planet View 


massed torpedo fire? Easy. Heavily armoured 
ships that boast big guns for close range fights? 
Done. When two fleets meet, combat’s handled 
in fights that take three stages, each covering 
long, medium, and close range. In each of these 
phases, you can choose a tactic or weapon, 
too, which effectively works like a card game; 
some abilities trump others, meaning if you work 
out a given faction’s strengths, you can start to 
research new tech to counter them. 

Of course, they'll do that to you, too. 

Otherwise, you don’t control individual ships 
or even their targeting — just the tactics they're 
using. It’s simple, but very effective, and the 
cinematic 3D view of ship combat is inspiring. 

| feel I've barely scratched the surface on this 
game, but it’s shaping up to be something really 
special. | don’t like to bandy about terms like 
Strategy Game of the Year, but even with work 
still to go on music, Al balancing, multiplayer, 
and more, this is one seriously fine effort, one 
that any strategy fan should invest in — even if 
the game's not even final yet. That's why we’re 
slapping a full review on the game before it's 
even released. (() DH 


PC 


Developer Amplitude Studios 
Publisher Amplitude (through Steam) 


Website http://endless-space.amplitude-studios.com 


Gameplay pe pres 
Say goodbye to your life now — —_ | 
Endless Space will own it. od a 
Graphics / = 
Crisp and simple, with some great =~ = = 


starship designs and iconography. mente 
‘ Ly Seen etait ‘i x 


Sound ENG 
Haunting music, solid effects. 


you'll play this year. 


This shooter with a mature plot also features some pretty interesting multiplayer. 


GAMEPLAY 7 FAR CRY 3 


Also, some boring multiplayer... 


| do worry about Far Cry 3. 

Not that it’s going to be bad, or anything — it 
actually looks like it could be a far better game 
than Far Cry 2, a game which was itself fun, but 
fatally flawed in a narrative sense. Far Cry 3 
features a remarkably strong plot, a lot of open- 
world exploration and missions, a fully realised 
island location, and some of the most chillingly 
complex characters this side of a Joseph 
Conrad novel. 

What worries me, is the fact that with that 
maturity, comes a lot of mature content. 

This comes with two big risks. Firstly, Ubisoft's 
had to carefully drip-feed information about the 
game, not because it’s trying to hype the game, 
but — as we were told at E38 —- because the game 
has such a complex story. We've played a bit 
of both single and multiplayer now, and in both 
sides of the game there are some interesting 
flourishes; even multiplayer adds an interesting 
post-game epilogue, where the top player on the 
winning side gets to choose to punish or set-free 
the top player on the losing side. 
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In the singleplayer game, things are even 
more intense. Essentially, the game is a journey, 
and while you start out as a relatively mild- 
mannered fellow, who's apparently on a holiday 
with some buds, you end up in some pretty 
dark places. 

The other issue with the game is the heavy 
references to drug-use, which has always been 
a big no-no under our classification scheme. 
Not only is one of the main quest givers prone 
to reward you with magic mushrooms, but 
you can pick up Ephidrine as loot from fallen 


enemies. While | never got to test this in our brief 


playthrough, I’m guessing this is not trash-loot — 
rather, I’m betting it can be used to heal or buff 
the player in some way. 

At best, this is content which will need to be 
altered for an Australian release. At worst... Yeah. 


The Warriors 


The singleplayer demo we got to fight through at 
E3 really upped the whole idea that there’s quite 
a tale in Far Cry 3. All the footage we’d seen to 
date was about setting up the protagonist as 
pretty much a mild-mannered dude out of his 
depth; this time, though, he’s a heavily tattooed, 


highly tripping warrior-leader of a whole tribe of 
dispossessed types on the Island he’s stuck on. 

And he’s, apparently, in a relationship with the 
main badguy’s (that’s Vaas, who featured on our 
cover a couple of issues ago) sister. Or, at the 
very least, touching her private bits while she 
sits on him — impressive detail for a first person 
perspective game. So, you fondle some boobs, 
inspire your native troops, and then... well, at 
the show we were informed there was a fair 
bit after that, but we instead jumped ahead to 
us overlooking as crystal-clear lagoon, a small 
jungle village, and with a mission to go hunt 
down Vaas. 

Our demo was on Xbox, sadly, but it must 
be said — the game is still looking pretty damn 
gorgeous. Far, far better than what we saw at a 
recent MP hands-on at Ubisoft’s local office. If 
it has all the bells and whistles that we expect 
of a good PC game, this will be one of the best 
looking games of the year. 

We had to cross the lagoon, so we dove into 
the water (and man, if you thought it was pretty 
above the waterline... wow!), and swam up to a 
small jetty. Coming from this direction, we were 
able to surprise a sentry, and utilise the game’s 
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execution system, which saw the dude stabbed 
and pulled into the water. Once on land, we the 
option to use modern, noisy weapons, or a 
quiet, stealthy bow — and it’s not some fancy 
modern wonder like Crysis 3’s signature 
weapon. It’s a bent stick, and it’s great for 
quietly dropping guards. 

Of course, the stealth doesn't last (though it’s 
great that it’s there), and when you do go loud, 
the weapons are all satisfyingly nasty. Armed 
combat is lethal, with enemies dropping after 
only one or two shots, but they’re quite adept at 
using cover and flanking to flush you out, and 
most cover is quite easily destructible. 

With the riff-raff taken care of, | got what 
was basically a boss fight - shoot the big 
flamethrower dude before you get burned, yawn 

— and then we went inside a large warehouse 
to discover that we're not hunting Vaas... he’s 
hunting us. The warehouse gets set alight, 
there are tigers in cages, iguanas impaled on 
fluorescent lighting tubes, and then you get 
stabbed, and, well... 

You get stabbed and trip balls. 

This sequence is kind of like a cross between 
the mainframe hacking bit in Mass Effect 3, and 
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the drug-addled levels in the original Max Payne. 
They're an intense mind-trip that features images 
of you and Vaas’ sister (though Vaas himself 
occasionally flickers into being on top of you), and 
all manner of stuff that no doubt refers to other 
bits in the game. While playing it, all | could think 
of was the quote from the making of Apocalypse 
Now: “... and little by little we went insane.” 


Better with friends 


We touched on the game’s standard multiplayer 
a couple of issues ago, but at E3 | also got to 
play some of the game's four player co-op. 

In terms of actual gameplay it’s not much 
to write home about, but what's impressive is 
that the co-op campaign is an entirely separate 
narrative. It overlaps occasionally, but in it you 
play four different shipwreck survivors, who are 
themselves trying to get off the island. It’s an 
excellent inclusion, and with the singleplayer and 
multiplayer, Far Cry 3’s a least going to have a lot 
of gameplay potential. 

Assuming the local Ubisoft gang can get 
it rated... 


Xtiox 360, PS3 anid 


Developer Ubisoft Montreal 
Publisher Ubisoft 
Website http://far-cry.ubi.com 


Great game engine; 
engrossing)story; visceral combat 


Mature content; 
out-there concepts 


‘Anticipation rating 


Far Cry 3 could be something 
truly special, if it can live up 
to the crazy hype. 
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Dirt Showdown 


DIRT SHOWDOWN 


A decent enough smash and bash toy, let down by annoying locked modes 
and shallow long term potential. 


C= said openly not too long ago that 
being a racing game developer was the 
new priority. With a respectable stable that 
includes the (relatively) high end in F1, the rally 
scene in Dirt 3, the time comes to fill the less 
sophisticated end of the spectrum. 

Who will play Dirt Showdown? Two types, | 
reckon. Kids and young teens who still get jollies 
from destruction without a purpose in a bright, 
brash environment complete with an announcer 
that won't ever shut up (or can be shut up), and 
who is 100 per cent excitement. 

The other kind of Showdown players will be 
those who need in their collection a game that 
can be fired up when friends are around, online 
probably, and feel like a bit of a bash to blow off 
steam. Possibly when just home from a great 
night out. 

It'll serve both types well. 

Here’s a game that serves quick satisfaction 
in short doses. It’s a free and happy environment 
with little to challenge, or achieve. It's about the 


biff, and just the biff. There’s near-zero element 
of actual racing, despite the presence of race 
tracks. Whether your opponents are Al or real 
people, the chances of finishing first are low 
because no matter how well you drive some 
bastard is going to take you out. 

Races are short, just a handful of laos, and 
one of the key events features a figure eight (and 
varieties of that track), so something will bash 
into you at some point and send you spinning. 

With all the complex appeals of racing 
itself removed from the equation, what's left 


is a raucous and vacuous point-and-go bit 

of lightweight silliness. That's fine, but near- 
everything is locked in the game, so at some 
point you need to dedicate yourself to the 

grind to get access to the bulk of the game you 
paid for. 

That goes against the grain of the game itself. 
Winning a race means repeated attempis til you 
get lucky. Nailing the line only goes so far when 
the random collision generator spanners your 
attempts the bulk of the time. 

This is worsened by the destruction derby 
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mode, which runs on a timer when it really 
should be last-car-standing. You respawn when 
your car is wrecked, and so do they, negating 
much of the test of skill, other than to stay alive 
during your last spawn as the clock ticks down. 

So you slog away to unlock tracks, cars and 
credits, then when the time comes, enjoy a bit of 
happy carnage with your buddies. 

| understand the value of unlocks. | do. But 
here Showdown would have been a game 
better in touch with its whole if it was all open 
and sandbox from the beginning. There’s just 
too little feeling of reward, and worse, variety, to 
look forward to by putting in the hard yards. It’s a 
simple little toy, so let us just play with it, eh? 

The simplicity suits the game and extends 
to the cars, which don’t have an in-car view, 
manual gearbox or even a speedo. It’s an almost 
guilty liberation to just go crazy without a care, 
which is of course what it’s all about. 

One of the three modes is a slimmed down 
version of the Gymkhana event we first saw in 
Dirt 3. In Dirt 3, it took tricky balancing of the 
Car's inputs to coax it into a nice well-aimed 
drift or donut. Getting it right was tedious, but 
oh so satisfying when you nailed it. Showdown 
guarantees a faked sense of satisfaction by 
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removing the skill requirement completely. It 
slices off a birthday cake sized slab of physics, 
SO now you really only have to throw the wheel 
one way and stand on the gas to execute a 
perfect smoky drift. 

Showdown is the first recent Codies 
game to ditch Games for Windows Live, and 
has switched to Steam as the core of its 
multiplayer action. That’s good. Very good. 
GFWL brings nothing and just gets in the way, 
and has been the cause of lost connections 
during multiplayer games. 

The online integration really is impressive. 

It's just too easy to use the included Youtube 
feature and whack up your stunts from within the 
game. Challenges can be issued to your chums, 
whether they’re online or not. It’s a nice buzz 

to log into the game and see your mate’s little 
achievement and then try and beat it. 

Also new is Racenet, which will feature 
across all new Codemasters racing games. It’s 
a pretty stat heaven, at least in Showdown, and 
expanded functionality is expected in newer 
games as they appear. 

Codies has explicitly stated that the big focus 
is on being a racing/driving game developer. 
Other non-racing projects have been pushed 
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aside. So now with Showdown we have a 
game to fill the low end of the genre. That’s 
admirable, and allays fears that the Dirt series 
just got watered down. It hasn’t — it’s expanding. 
Downwards, in this case. 

| can’t sign off, though, without having a go 
at the menus. My goodness, what an awful 
exercise in poor UI design. Yes, it’s pretty with 
big blocky 3D text, but to get to each screen 
takes too long as the new page dramatically 
animates into view. The entire game menu could 
have been a single screen... if you’re on PC 
there's no mouse support, of goddam course, 
so you quickly memorise the sequence of up 
down etc arrow inputs to get to where you want. 
It's a needlessly fruity bit of dressing that only 
serves to remind us that here’s a game where 
style is the boss and substance is on holidays. 

If you already own Dirt 3, you've got a really 
nice thrash sim, and it includes almost all 
the multiplayer modes, plus a properly done 
Gymkhana. Buy Showdown if you fancy the 
idea of a quick-fix driving action game, all good, 
but don’t expect it to bring anything new to your 
collection of driving games if you're a bit more 
passionate about the genre. (=) BM 


(PC, Xhox360,PS3(reviewedonPC) 


Developer Codemasters 
Publisher. Codemasters 
Website http:/Avww.codemasters.com 


Gameplay 
It's a no-brainer 


Graphics 
Bright, detailed 


Overall 
Not enough complexity to make 
the game truly worthwhile: 
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Can the game live up to its illustrious forebears? 


[_* is often too short to replay a game. And, 


at the end of the day, there’s always more 
new games to take my attention. But there a 
handful of games that | have played almost to 
death, and the original Max Payne is top of 
the list. 
So perhaps that explains why I’m finding this 
newest iteration more than a little disappointing. 


Slooooow mooootion 

There is a lot to like about MPS (hehe), though, 
but it’s one of those games that doesn’t hold 
up well to close examination. And that’s exactly 


what some of the levels of the game force you to 
do. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves... 

Cleverly, Rockstar’s set the game a number of 
years after the first two titles, and aged up Max 
appropriately. If fact, as a greying, older dude 
myself, it’s really nice to see a more hardbitten, 
wrinkled hero in a game. And there are few 
characters in gaming as gleefully hardbitten as 
Max Payne. 

The game's told both in a normal narrative, 
and through a series of flashbacks to explain 
how Max has ended up doing security work in 
Brazil. There's a lovely juxtaposition between 


the shabby New York-set flashbacks, which 
wonderfully evoke the earlier games, and the 
exotic locales of Sau Paulo. It’s also nice to see 
that Max's painkiller abuse is now a fullblown 
addiction, as he washed down pill after pill with 
cheap whiskey. 

It’s like my life made into a game! 

What my life does lack, though, is dead 
mobsters, kidnapped trophy wives, and a body 
count of something like twenty bazillion. Or 
a noir-inspired tale of revenge and inevitable 
double-crosses. As usual, though, all the plot’s 
really just there to drive two things — nihilistic 
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Michael Mann crime epic. absolutely not being a console port, but more 
However, the game makes a couple of than once | really felt like | was fighting the cursor, 
mis-steps. First up, the difficulty levels seems all even with all the auto-aim options turned off. 
over the place, and in some parts you're forced his was especially evident in the game's menu 
to constantly reload and keep trying, only to systems, where the cursor is particularly sluggish; 
voiceovers as Max bemoans his mistake-ridden get alittle further into the level, taken out again, in some instances, the cursor bugs out entirely. 
life, and bullet-time-driven gunfights. and then have to start all over from the last he odd crash to desktop doesn’t help either. 
The up-gunned graphics and physics engine checkpoint again. The lack of a save system Finally, as cool as the game’s executions can 
make the combat in Max Payne 3 a real pleasure, is annoying, but even more annoying is how be, more often than not the camera freaks out 
especially when you drop into slow motion. artificial the garme can feel when you’re forced makes you suffer a bout of vertigo, while not 


showing you any of the action. 
And | have to admit - | miss the comic-book 


... in some instances, the cursor pies 
" It might be the combination of nostalgia for 

bugs out entirely. The odd crash to desktop the orignal games (which is eivays a tough 

7 . 2 thing for a new game to come up against), and 
doesn t help things either. a possibly too high an expectation for this one, 

but whatever it is, I’m just not feeling it for Max 

Sparks fly off impacts, blood splashes from your to play the same sequences more than a few Payne 3. There is a lot to like —- the graphics, the 
opponents, and all kinds of scenery gets thrown _ times; enemies seem to appear out of nowhere music, the stunning locations — but it seems like 
about. Even without bullet time, some of the set in a couple of instances, and some of the level all the tricks the game pulls to amp up the action 
piece moments are amongst the most dramatic design is really nonsensical. and drama are too easy to see through. 
in gaming. There’s a killer soundtrack in play, as The controls are bit of a problem, too. Rockstar Or, perhaps like Max, I’m just getting too old 


well, making the game feel like an interactive made a lot of noises about the PC version 


Developer Rockstar Studios 
Publisher:Rockstar Studios | 
Website: www.rockstargames.com/maxpayne3/ | 


Gameplay 
Great at the game’s best, but driven _ 
by tricks and gimmicks. 3 


Graphics 
inh 


Y Overall 
Fun, but:not = essential 
as the originals. 
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Journey to an awesome 
game (and planet) 


Will there ever be a game that beats Sid Meier’s Alpha Centauri for 
sheer science fiction bravura? | think not... 


T= are games where you follow the 

development cycle, the release of screens 

and trailers, and fall in love. There are games 
where you just have faith in the team making it, 
and know you're going to get something special. 
There are games where the demo is a window 
into a world of awesome possibility, and you just 
have to see the full product. And there are games 
that hook with you setting and sense of place, 
with a lyric quality that speaks to just how well 
thought out its setting or story might be. 

There are also, very rarely, games that do all 
that and more. These are the reasons we've all 
become gamers. And Sid Meier's Aloha Centauri 
ticked all of those boxes, and then managed to 
deliver a final game which still blew people away 
with how good it was. 


Story time 

Now, the game was good — it was golden age 

Sid Meier, after all — but the thing which really, 

seriously hooked me into it, in a way that no 
game has since (perhaps Halo), was the lead up. 

This was back before the game’s launch in 1999, 


Michael Ely, who was multimedia producer 
at Firaxis back then, probably spent most of his 
time writing — and not press-releases, either! For 
35 weeks leading up to the game’s launch, he 
wrote about the ill-fated trip to the Alpha Centauri 
system, and how this bright mission to the stars 
fell into squabbling and bitter faction-fighting. 


| felt like I’d made that long trip 
into the dark of space, like I'd chosen my 
side and fallen to Planet's surface... 


so it wasn’t hyped the same way games are now. 
It wasn’t all live-action trailers, or slick demos, or 
whatever. | even remember the game's site as 
being rather plain, even for the nineties (which, 
now, seem like some kind of forgotten Dark Age). 
But what Alpha Centauri has good story, and it 
started well before the game or its demo even 
came out. 


Man, it was amazing. They weren’t small 
entries, either. Over those 35 weeks the tale 
of Doctor Prokhor Zakharov, Colonel Corazon 
Santiago, Sheng-Ji Yang and all the rest came 
together. I’ve read bought-in-the-store novels that 
weren't this compelling, nor quite so well thought 
out. One of the great things about the game is 
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how distinct all the factions are, but in the story, 
you get to see those factions formed from whole 
cloth. Even characters that are dead by the time 
the game starts are pretty awesome. 

Now, as | said — and if you’ve played AC, I’m 
sure you'll back me up — that game was pretty 
epic. A mess of disparate factions, from capitalist 
types to planet-worshipping hippies to hive-mind 
cyborgs, all fighting over the one planet, while 
at the same time exploring it, harnessing it, and 
coming to terms with its alien nature, complete 
with terraforming, strange intelligences, and all 
the usual awesomeness of a Civ game — but in 
space! So yeah, great stuff. 5 

But imagine if you’ve been reading about these 
factions and their leaders, their goals and desires, 
for the better part of a year. | tell you, by the time 
| got my big-boxed copy | knew what faction | 
wanted to play, who | was doing to destroy first, 
and man... | just felt like | was already so damn 
immersed. | felt like I'd made that long trip into the 
dark of space, like I’d chosen my side and fallen 
to Planet's surface, long before | even loaded 
the game. 

It's rare to find a game with that level of 
commitment to scene-setting, these days. | 
think part of the problem is that, in some ways, 
the stakes with a modern game are so much 


higher, so you want cutting edge CG trailers, or 


you're responding to an audience that just wants 
‘more gameplay-lol!’. And if you are going to do 
something involving writing, chances are you'll 
spin the project out to a Tom Clancy clone and 
release a tie-in novel — after the game is out. 

You almost certainly wouldn’t hand it off to your 
multimedia guy. Which is a shame, really. @) DH 
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